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ABSTRACT  
   
 In the United States, responsibility for public safety falls under the purview of 
federal, state, and local law enforcement agencies. These agencies use a range of 
strategies to ensure public safety, relying primarily on surveillance, the police, the jail 
and prison system, and the courts to adjudicate wrongdoing. The United States’ over-
reliance on incarceration as an all-encompassing solution to social problems, paired with 
persistent police violence that disproportionately results in the death of Indigenous, 
African American, and Latino/a people, has placed these public safety practices under 
intense scrutiny. There has been a plethora of research examining the crisis of mass 
incarceration in particular, and the racial, class, and gendered inequities plaguing the 
criminal justice system more broadly.  
 Through the (Re)imagining Public Safety Project, I make two primary 
interventions in this larger body of work. First, this is an abolitionist project. In other 
words, I ask how people generate safety in their daily lives without relying on the police, 
or prisons, or criminalization. Second, in developing these alternatives, I center the 
perspective of people of color who have been directly impacted by racially discriminatory 
public safety practices. To do so, I designed a collaborative, mixed-method qualitative 
research project that uses participant-generated photo elicitation interviews, alongside 
participant observation to (re)imagine public safety. Participants in this project theorized 
what I am calling “insurgent safety” to describe an alternative practice of safety that is 
underwritten by what I term “a public ethic of care,” “counter-carceral communication,” 
and play. Insurgent safety is the presence of self-determination, interdependence, mutual 
aid, shared vulnerability, joy, and communion rather than walls, cages, and banishment.    
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION:  
(RE)IMAGINING PUBLIC SAFETY IN A CARCERAL STATE 
 
Scene One: “The Arrest” 
On a bright, spring afternoon in April of 2014, Chris and his close friend JP, 
Black men in their early twenties, had just finished taking photographs and some video 
clips for my dissertation, The (Re)imagining Public Safety Project. They were in the 
middle of making plans to stay at a friend’s house for the night when JP’s phone died. 
Unable to finalize the plan, they decided to walk downtown in hopes of finding their 
friend. As Chris (personal communication, April 2014) remembers it: 
 We were cutting through [Duke University] student housing over off of 
 Anderson and we stopped to sit at [a] bench and smoke a cigarette. As soon as I 
 sat down and lit the cigarette up, JP was like ‘here they [Duke University Police 
 Officers] come.’ We turned around [and] there were six of them coming from 
 below and four more coming from the other direction and they were rushing 
 toward us. We were just sitting there because we didn’t do anything wrong. So as 
 soon as they come up, they are like ‘Are you guys Duke students?’ We’re like 
 ‘no.’ ‘What are you doing over here?’ ‘We are looking for our friend, our phone 
 died, we are going to head back downtown.’ They were like ‘Stand up! Do you 
 have any weapons, bombs, guns?’ We’re like, ‘No, we don’t have any of that 
 stuff.’ We’re sitting there and [they search us] and collect all of our stuff [and] 
 they find the cameras and they are like ‘Why do you have these cameras?’ We’re 
 like, “it is for a project we are doing. 
 
JP interrupts Chris, adding: “They thought the [the cameras] were stolen…I tried to 
explain [to a female officer] that this is so ironic, because we are trying to do a project 
about these very issues. We showed them the paper work you gave us [a copy of the 
informed consent document and instructions for the project] and they backed off a bit.” 
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 Chris and JP did make it downtown that day, but not of their own volition. 
Instead, they were arrested on suspicion of breaking and entering and booked into the 
Durham County Jail, located in the center of the city. The officers told JP and Chris that 
they “fit the description” of persons seen “jiggling the handles of and entering” Duke 
University student apartments earlier that day. The photographs and video clips they took 
for this project were never recovered; through they described several of them to me in 
vivid detail during subsequent interviews. During booking, jail staff told JP and Chris 
that one of the cameras “broke” and that another had been “lost.” 
Scene Two: (Re)imagining Public Safety 
 
 
 
Photograph 1: Collective Labor 
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 Not long after Chris and JP had been arrested, I met Nina, a Black woman and 
mother of three, at her house for our interview. Nina showed me a picture she had taken 
of a seemingly mundane scene – what appeared to be two people clearing debris from a 
sidewalk. I asked Nina to explain what the photograph represented to her (personal 
communication, April 2014):  
  For lack of a better term, we’re an economically depressed neighborhood. Right 
 down the street here, there is an older gentleman Mr. Al and he had a tree that was 
 kind of leaning on the house. We got a quote for this tree, but to cut [it] down is 
 1,000 plus dollars. So three or four neighbors all helped to cut down the tree [for 
 Mr. Al] and I thought that [was] so beautiful…when you see people come 
 together collectively [and] no one [says] ‘you owe me.’ To me, that collective 
 working together, it feels like community and it feels like safety. 
 
Background of the Problem 
 
 I open with these vignettes because they animate several interrelated conditions, 
relationships, and questions that comprise the heart of my dissertation research. First, 
these stories tell us something about a particular place: Durham, North Carolina, the site 
of my fieldwork. Durham is a rapidly gentrifying, medium-sized southern city with a rich 
history of civil rights, anti-war, and queer organizing. Durham has long been home to a 
vibrant Black community. In the early twentieth century, Parrish Street was known as 
“Black Wall Street” and the adjacent Hayti district was a vibrant African American 
residential area. The city is also home to North Carolina Central University, the country’s 
first publicly supported liberal arts college for African Americans. 
 Durham was once a tobacco town, home to the “world renowned” American 
Tobacco Company, once the largest tobacco company in the world, run by the Duke 
family (American Tobacco, 2015). Like so many cities in the South then, slave labor 
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generated immense wealth for plantation owners like the Duke family. Slave labor built 
Durham and Duke University, an elite private school. The land in Durham, writes 
activist-scholar Alexis Pauline Gumbs (2008), “has been land for sacrifice of bodies to 
capital.” Beneath the ground, Gumbs continues, the soil holds blood, sweat, skin, the 
“theft of whole lifetimes into caged survival and exploited labor” (p. 147). 
 In this passage, Gumbs asks us to think about the memories embedded in, but 
often obscured by, a renovated landscape.1 She asks us to turn over the clay soil, tellingly 
a rust-red color, and see how the Durham of the present is haunted by the legacy of 
slavery, by mundane and spectacular violences, “thick with screams, hard with the caked 
silences of those who resigned themselves to pain…forced for centuries to bear a product 
that cannot feed anyone, transitioning morbidly from tobacco to silence” (Gumbs, 2008, 
p. 147).  
 Today, Durham is home to the Research Triangle Park (RTP), two universities, a 
triple-AAA baseball team, the Durham Bulls, a highly regarded documentary film 
festival, and a revitalized downtown district, with restaurants, bars, condos, and hotels 
opening at such a frenetic pace one is hard pressed to remember what was there before.2 
                                                1	  The transformation of what was formerly a Lucky Strike tobacco processing plant into the “American 
Tobacco Historic District” offers a particularly telling example. The American Tobacco Campus as it is 
also called, is centrally located downtown, adjacent to the Durham County Jail, the Durham Performing 
Arts Center, and Highway 147 (a commuter interstate that required the destruction of a historically Black 
neighborhood). The American Tobacco Campus, sporting restaurants, business, and office space, bills itself 
as an entertainment district and innovation hub. On the website, one can read about the history of tobacco 
production in Durham. There is not a single mention of slavery. Rather, “the American Tobacco Historic 
District preserves the physical legacy of one of America’s great entrepreneurial success stories.” To read 
this history in full, please visit: https://americantobaccocampus.com/about/1/history  2	  Local Durham activist and radical cartographer Tim Stallman produced an interactive map to trouble “the 
particular kinds of forgetting and erasing that are happening in today’s Durham.” The map demonstrates 
the “breakneck pace of gentrification” by allowing users to see a history of Durham restaurants, openings 
and closings, in five year increments from 1995-2015. The map is available here: 
http://savaslabs.com/durham-restaurants-map/  
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City officials and many residents take pride in Durham being a “liberal beacon” not only 
in the state, but also in the South as a whole. In 2012, Durham beat out San Francisco and 
Honolulu to be crowned “the most tolerant city in America, ” based on measures of racial 
diversity, religious tolerance, rates of same-sex couples, and hate crime incidents (The 
Daily Beast, 2012). 
 Spirithouse, a Black cultural arts collective in Durham developed an infographic 
called “A Tale of Two Durhams” to illustrate how Durham’s story about itself obfuscates 
another narrative, one of racialized institutional and state violence. Durham is the one of 
the most liberal cities in North Carolina and has the highest racial disparity among people 
in poverty in the entire state; Durham is one of the most liberal cities in the south, yet 
African American residents, who comprise forty-one percent of the population, account 
for eighty-two percent of motorists stopped and searched by the Durham police 
department (DPD); eighty-seven percent of people arrested for marijuana-related offenses 
in the city are Black, despite the fact that white people and Black people use marijuana at 
roughly the same rates; Black students and students with disabilities in Durham are four 
times more likely to be suspended than white students (Spirithouse, 2013).  
 In 2013, police officers in “America’s most tolerant city” killed four men of color 
in a span of eight months. Jose Ocampo, a thirty-three year old father, who left his family 
behind in Honduras to migrate to Durham for work, was killed by DPD on July 27th. The 
officers were responding to an emergency dispatch about a stabbing and found a man 
bleeding from a cut to his face (Blythe, 2013). Canvassing the area looking for witnesses, 
DPD officers approached Ocampo who was in his front yard. According to DPD Chief 
Jose Lopez, one of the officers noticed that Ocampo had a kitchen knife in his back 
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pocket and announced “the presence of a knife” to the rest of the officers (Blythe, 2013). 
The officers then ordered Ocampo in English to drop the weapon (Blythe, 2013). 
Ocampo, a native Spanish speaker whose friends say did not understand English well, 
tried instead to hand over the knife, with the blade pointed away from the officers, at 
which point officer R.S. Mbuthia, opened fire, shooting Ocampo four times, including a 
fatal shot to the head. 
 In mid-September, Derek Walker, a twenty-six year old African American man 
was shot and killed by the police in a popular downtown square. Walker, who was 
holding a gun and visibly distraught, had been working three jobs and involved in a 
custody dispute over his young son (Upchurch, 2013). A “small army of officers” 
blocked off much of downtown Durham and surrounded Walker, who was clearly 
threatening suicide (Upchurch, 2013). Officers ignored the pleas of Walker’s family 
members and his pastor who wanted to approach him. After a nearly hour long standoff, 
Walker pointed the gun at his head and then made a “threatening gesture” in the direction 
of the police at which point Officer R.C. Swartz fatally shot Walker once in the head 
(Upchurch, 2013). 
 Just one week later on September 23rd, N.C. Central University (NCCU) police 
shot and killed Tracy Bost, a twenty-two year old African American and father, who the 
previous day had been released from Durham County jail. Officers reportedly approached 
Bost as he exited a bus on NCCU’s campus, because he “looked like a man described in 
an apartment break-in earlier that evening” (Gallagher, 2014). Bost allegedly fired at the 
approaching officers and then ran for cover. The police returned fire, killing Bost 
immediately (Gallagher, 2014). 
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 In November, the sister of Jesus “Chuy” Huerta, a seventeen-year-old Latino high 
school student called 911 at around two in the morning to report him missing. DPD 
dispatched several officers to search for Huerta, and shortly thereafter officers Dakota 
Beck and Samuel Duncan found Huerta walking with a friend. Rather than bringing 
Huerta home, Beck and Duncan searched him and allegedly discovered “stolen jewelry 
and electronics” in his backpack (City of Durham, 2014). The officers alerted dispatch 
that they “might have a drug, slash robbery, slash stealing-stuff issue” (City of Durham, 
2014). A background check on Huerta revealed an outstanding warrant for second-degree 
trespassing. Command ordered Beck and Duncan “to advise his parents he is going to 
jail, he got [sic] a warrant on him” (City of Durham, 2014). Officer Duncan searched 
Huerta once again for contraband and weapons, found none, cuffed Huerta and placed 
him in the back of the police cruiser, and then drove to the station “to pick up the 
misdemeanor trespass warrant” (City of Durham, 2014). Less than thirty minutes later, 
Huerta, still in the back of Duncan’s cruiser, hands still cuffed behind his back, was dead 
from a gunshot wound to the head. An internal affairs investigation concluded that Huerta 
died from a “self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head” (City of Durham, 2014). 
 Huerta’s death, the subsequent pardoning of officer Duncan, the impunity with 
which the police harassed and gunned down young men of color in particular, though not 
exclusively, pushed many Durham residents past their breaking point. In the wake of 
these killings there were spontaneous and organized protests, an indictment of the 
Durham Police Department, who are being sued for racially discriminatory policing 
practices, by a coalition of social justice organizations, and countless other efforts, 
spanning from liberal-reform oriented approaches to more militant-radical approaches, to 
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address police violence and mass incarceration in the city. This is landscape that JP and 
Chris traversed the day they were arrested. 
 The second important dynamic highlighted in the opening vignettes is how public 
safety is conceptualized and practiced in the United States. By “public safety” I am 
referring to state-organized efforts that are ostensibly designed to protect people and 
property from harm. On the one hand, public safety materializes in the U.S. as a set of 
strategies, policies, and programs that are administered by the criminal punishment 
system.3 For example, public safety campaigns like the immigration enforcement 
initiative “Secure Communities” and the War on Drugs purport to achieve “safety” by 
relying on policing, criminalization, a retributive legal system, surveillance, and 
banishment, via jail, prison, and/or deportation.4  
 The arrest of JP and Chris, and the deaths of Jose Ocampo, Derek Walker, Tracy 
Bost, and Jesus “Chuy” Huerta at the hands of law enforcement evidence the materiality 
of public safety practices that are informed by the twinned logic of white supremacy and 
anti-Blackness. Indeed, Durham is but one example of what is a national “epidemic” 
(Martinot, 2014) of police violence, criminalization, and mass incarceration that 
                                                3	  Following Spade (2011), I use the term “criminal punishment system” to draw attention to the fact that 
the primary thrust of the criminal “justice” system is retribution, control, and containment, not justice; 
therefore, punishment is a more apt descriptor of the system’s intent and impact. 4	  I intentionally use the term “banishment” throughout my dissertation to underscore the relationship 
between banishment and incapacitation – the predominant approach to managing people caged inside jails 
and prisons. Incapacitation, the idea that people should be locked in cages doing nothing for part or all of 
their lives, replaced other approaches like rehabilitation. Banishment and incapacitation do not “change 
anything about people except where they are. [It is] a geographical solution that purports to solve social 
problems by extensively and repeatedly removing people from disordered, deindustrialized milieus and 
depositing them somewhere else” (Gilmore, 2007, p.14). 
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disproportionately targets people who are of color, poor, trans and gender-
nonconforming, undocumented, and/or experiencing mental illness (Shapiro, 2014).5  
 For example, a majority of people in prison or under criminal justice supervision 
are modestly educated, low-income men of color in the prime of their lives (Gilmore, 
2007). Overall, people of color make up thirty percent of the U.S. population, but 
represent sixty percent of people in prison (Kerby, 2012). One in nine Black men and one 
in thirty-six Latino men between the ages of twenty and thirty-four are incarcerated 
(Kerby, 2012).  An astonishing seventy percent of Black men born since the mid-1970s 
who dropped out of high school now have a prison record (Western and Petit, 2010). In 
general, people in prison are chronically under-educated. Sixty-eight percent of people in 
state prisons did not graduate from high school (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2003).  
 Between 1980 and 2010, the number of women in prison increased by 646 percent 
(The Sentencing Project, 2010). Black women are the fastest growing prison population 
and are incarcerated at roughly three times the rate of white women (The Sentencing 
Project, 2010). Latina women are nearly two times as likely to be incarcerated compared 
to white women (The Sentencing Project, 2010). A majority of women in prison are 
mothers. A majority of them are survivors of physical and/or sexual abuse, experience 
multiple physical and mental health issues, and are more likely than men to be sexually 
assaulted by staff while in prison (Just Publics, 2013). 
 Jessi Lee Jackson and Erica Meiners’ (2011) argument that public safety traffics 
as an “affective desire,” insofar as we all desire to lead lives free from harm, is also 
                                                5	  Following Martinot (2014), I use the term “epidemic” intentionally here to signify an order of magnitude: 
according to a report released by the Malcolm X Grassroots Movement, every 28 hours in the United States 
a Black person is killed by the police, security guards, or self-appointed vigilantes.    
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instructive here. Jackson and Meiners suggest that what they term “public feelings” such 
as fear, disgust, anger, and pity are central to the “maintenance and expansion” of the 
carceral state. This framework allows us to understand public safety campaigns like the 
War on Drugs as having a pedagogical function: they teach us who to fear, and who to 
hate, and reinforce the idea that the “key to safety is aggression” (Gilmore, 2007, p. 244).  
State actors are then able to mobilize these public sentiments to generate support for 
economic and political transformations (Jackson and Meiners, 2011). 
 Thinking through the affective dimension of public safety enables us to pose 
questions like, how do state actors rationalize the inevitability of anti-Black violence? 
How do the deaths of Chuy Huerta, Jose Ocampo, Mike Brown, Rekia Boyd, or Natasha 
McKenna become not murder? And, how does the affective appeal of safety disguise the 
racially gendered violence that tethers our allegiance to state-sanctioned public safety 
practices? When several hundred of us gathered for a march against police violence one 
month after Chuy Huerta’s death, the energy was dynamic; it was paced by rhythms of 
attentive silence, as family members expressed their grief, and by surges of anger, as 
Huerta’s friends asked us to turn and face the riot cops surrounding us as they lead us in 
the protest chant: “Who do you serve? Who do you protect?”  
 This favored protest mantra highlights the contradiction between public safety as 
a democratic ideal premised on “equal protection,” and the fact that in March of 2015 
alone the police killed over one hundred people, a majority of who were people of color 
and/or mentally ill (ACLU, 2015); or that Black men between the ages of fifteen and 
nineteen are twenty-one times more likely to be killed by the police than white males of 
the same age (Pro Publica, 2014); or that Indigenous peoples and women and trans 
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people of color also face disproportionate rates of violence at the hands of the police, 
though these deaths often fail to gain as much attention as the shooting deaths of young 
Black and Brown men (Law, 2014).  
 One of the objectives of the affective dimension of public safety is to justify and 
reauthorize the need for its material forms (the prison, the border wall, the police); to 
reproduce an “other” from which we need state protection and to obfuscate the role of the 
state in this process. Martinot (2014) elucidates this paradox: 
  Police departments say they are dedicated to ‘serving and protecting’ the people, 
 yet their real mission is to preserve and protect themselves as police. Thus, a 
 collateral problem of [state] violence is that the social institutions to which people 
 can turn for protection against violence are a primary source of that violence (p. 
 71). 
 
 The contradiction Martinot illuminates here is a reworking of what women of 
color feminist thought has long pointed out: the state is a site of violence rather than its 
resolution (Hong, 2006).6 Moreover, this contradiction signals the urgency of my project. 
If the state is indeed a site of violence, particularly for people of color, Indigenous 
peoples, poor people, women, and people who are gender non-conforming, and the only 
legitimate recourse people can call on when they have been victimized, or when they 
                                                6	  Defining “the state” is a somewhat more onerous exercise, given that there are entire bodies of 
scholarship dedicated to determining what exactly “the state” is. Here, I understand the state in four ways: 
(a) relationally, insofar as “the form of the state and its capacity to exercise power is constituted from the 
dialectical relationship among component parts”: institutions, the economy, residents, the administrative 
and legislative apparatuses, culture, and ideology (Wonders and Solop, 1993). The purpose of the state 
then, “is to secure a society’s ability to do different kinds of things: such as tax, educate, support, connect, 
exclude, criminalize, segregate, equalize, make war, and make profit” through consent and coercion 
(Gilmore and Gilmore, 2007, p. 143; (b) as having a pedagogical function (Rodriguez, 2007); (c) following 
Weber, as a set of institutions and actors that claim a monopoly on the “legitimate use of force” within a 
given territory; and (d) as a historically contingent and malleable racial state. The “racial state” refers to 
“the way the institutions comprising the state develop and act, legislatively, juridically, and 
administratively through the establishment, regulation, and differentiation of racial formations” (Gilmore 
and Gilmore, 2007, p. 144).  	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anticipate harm, developing an alternative practice of public safety that refuses the logics 
of white supremacy, anti-Blackness, and racial capitalism is an unequivocal political 
necessity.7  
 Thus, the third reason I opened with the arrest of JP and Chris and my 
conversation with Nina, is because the narratives and photographs participants generated 
for this project, both those archived and those lost, are representations of a counter-
hegemonic approach to public safety. The development of community-generated 
“strategies for safekeeping” (Frohmann, 2005) that do not rely on banishment, police, or 
criminalization is central to this project. If dismantling the criminal punishment system is 
a political necessity, central to our efforts to get free, then safety and harm reduction 
become a collective responsibility. How do we transform in order to practice Nina’s 
conceptualization of safety as “collectively working together?” What creative 
                                                7	  For the purposes of this dissertation, white supremacy is defined “as a logic of social organization that 
produces regimented, institutionalized, and militarized conceptions of hierarchized ‘human’ difference” 
(Rodriguez, 2006, p. 11; emphasis in original). Anti-Blackness is a concept foundational to Afro-
pessimism. Afro-pessimism considers the structural condition of Black life as “indelibly marked by the 
residual echoes of the slave relation” (R.L., 2013). Ontologically, the Black subject is marked by an 
“absence” it is “exiled from the human relation, which is predicated on social recognition, volition, 
subjecthood, and the valuation of life itself” (R.L., 2013). Anti-Black violence coheres white life. Thus, 
Black existence, Jared Sexton (2007) explains, is characterized by “structural vulnerability to appropriation, 
perpetual and involuntary openness, including all wanton uses of the body.” In his definitive work Black 
Marxism, Cedric Robinson uses the term racial capitalism to signal the constitutive development of 
racialism and capitalism. “The development, organization, and expansion of capitalist society,” Robinson 
(2000) explains, “pursued essentially racial directions, so too did social ideology” (p. 2). In other words, the 
materiality of capitalism as an economic project cannot be fully comprehended outside of racial formation, 
racial ideologies, and the production of racialized subjects. While I focus primarily on how public safety 
practices are informed by white supremacy, anti-Blackness, and racial capitalism herein, this is not to 
suggest that no other structural forces are at work. Indeed, a full analysis of the logics underwriting 
contemporary public safety practices would also include a consideration of heteropatriarchy and settler 
colonialism. I hope to extend my analysis to consider these forces in the future. When I do refer to these 
terms in text, I understand them as follows: settler colonialism refers to “the practice of conquering land 
and then populating it with the victorious people, the settlers…It results in the dispossession and often the 
extermination of large parts of ‘native’ populations and the subsequent cultural, economic, and political 
subordination of the remainder” (Lloyd and Pulido, 2010, p. 143). Heteropatriarchy refers to the way 
society is “fundamentally based on male dominance that is inherently built on a gender binary system that 
presumes heterosexuality as a social norm” (Smith, 2010). 
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possibilities open up when we “feel for the edge of our imagination” and envision a 
world without the criminal punishment system (Imagine Alternatives, 2010)? 
Study Objectives 
 
 I have two primary objectives in writing this dissertation. The first is to make a 
theoretical contribution to the interdisciplinary fields of critical criminology and critical 
prison studies by demonstrating that that public safety, in its material and affective forms, 
is a biopolitical project underwritten by racial capitalism, white supremacy, and anti-
Blackness. To think through public safety as a racialized biopolitical project, I draw 
heavily from Foucault’s (2003) writings in Society Must Be Defended. Biopolitics, most 
simply, refer to a form of power that intervenes at the level of the population “so as to 
optimize a state of life.” Biopower “consists in making live and letting die” (Foucault, 
2003, pp. 246-247). I pair Foucault’s analysis of state racism – the “indispensible 
precondition that allows others to be killed” – with Rodriguez’s (2007) assertion that one 
of the primary ways the state makes itself “comprehensible, intelligible, and materially 
identifiable to ordinary people” is through the ideological and material practices of 
“domestic warfare” (p. 13).  
 This conceptual pairing allows me to position public safety, in both its material, 
ideological, and affective forms, as one important way extant relations of power are 
(re)produced under the neoliberal carceral state. Indeed, in the U.S. our cultural 
attachment to state protection, retribution, punishment, and critical criminologist Ray 
Michalowski (2007) calls “regenerative violence” – the “conviction that proactive force” 
solves problems – is hegemonic. Under these conditions safety remains synonymous with 
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the prison industrial complex (PIC) despite the recent uproar over mass incarceration and 
racially discriminatory and violent policing practices. 8   
 For example, many ordinary people, along with politicians on both sides of the 
aisle, and academics are in agreement that the criminal justice system “needs fixing” 
(Mauer and Cole, 2015).9 There has been no shortage of scholarly production in response 
to the crisis of mass incarceration and more recently police violence. The central problem 
with these responses, from academics, non-profits, and politicians, is that while they offer 
relevant critiques of the system, they fail to call for its abolition (see Alexander, 2010; 
Currie, 2011; Pettit, 2012; Clear and Frost, 2014; Goffman, 2014; Mauer and Cole, 2015; 
The Public Safety Performance Project, 2015; Simon, 2015).  
 Thus, the second objective I advance through the (Re)imagining Public Safety 
Project, is centering a politics of abolition and transformative justice praxis in the 
response to the crisis of mass incarceration and the epidemic of police violence. In doing 
so, I take a principled departure from the scholarship I noted above and problematize the 
recent efforts to “(re)solve” the violence of the criminal punishment system with the 
“Master’s tools” to quote Audre Lorde. These responses, however well intentioned, 
privilege reform over abolition, thereby assuming the criminal punishment system is 
recuperable. Moreover, liberal-reformist efforts reposition and revalorize the state as the 
arbiter, judge, and executioner when it comes to addressing harm and (un)safety, 
                                                8	  The “Prison Industrial Complex” refers to “the overlapping interests of government and industry that use 
surveillance, policing, and imprisonment as solutions to what are, in actuality, economic, social, and 
political ‘problems’” (Herzing, 2005). 9	  For an excellent example of this line of thinking, please see Mauer and Cole’s (2015) recent op-ed in The 
New York Times, “How to Lock Up Fewer People.” Available here: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/24/opinion/sunday/how-to-lock-up-fewer-people.html?_r=0  
  15 
normalizing the racially gendered state violence that produces relative safety for some 
through the absolute terror of others, to paraphrase Ferguson activists. 
 Abolition and transformative justice form the political and ethical contours of my 
dissertation. Most succinctly, abolition is a commitment to dismantling all aspects of the 
PIC and building alternative structures of care and harm reduction to take its place. In 
deep kinship with abolition, transformative justice is a theory and practice of justice that 
refuses a politics of allyship with the state.10 Transformative justice offers a structural 
analysis of harm that focuses on abolishing “the social conditions that perpetuate violence 
– systems of oppression, exploitation, domination, and state violence” (Generation FIVE, 
2007, p. 5). Applying this framework to analyze mass incarceration and police violence 
reveals the ways in which the criminal punishment system condones and perpetuates 
“cycles of violence” and therefore cannot advance “individual or collective justice” 
(Generation FIVE, 2007, p. 5). 
 The theory of transformative justice then, makes abolition a political imperative. 
Rather than emphasizing reform, reconciliation, or recognition, transformative justice 
praxis compels a radically different question, one that animates my project as a whole: if 
the criminal legal system “facilitate[s] or perpetuate[s] violence against us rather than 
increases our safety,” how can we develop community-generated responses to harm that 
do not rely on forms of banishment, punishment, or the state (Incite! Women of Color 
Against Violence, 2012)? In my dissertation, I take up this incitement by using 
transformative justice praxis to elicit responses to a question that haunts much of our anti-
prison and police organizing: if not prisons, police, containment, and control, then what? 
                                                10	  This refusal is important insofar as it is one of the main distinctions between transformative and 
restorative justice. I expound upon the crucial differences between these theories in the second chapter. 
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 In sum, I write this dissertation as a scholar-activist committed, on the one hand, 
to developing a theoretically robust understanding of the relationship between public 
safety, power relations, and state violence, and on the other hand, to determining how 
ordinary people make sense of the meaning of safety in their daily lives, generate 
“strategies for safekeeping” and harm reduction, and imagine what a practice of public 
safety could look like beyond banishment, law enforcement, and criminalization. The 
deaths of Jesus “Chuy” Huerta, Jose Ocampo, Derek Walker, Tracy Bost, and so many 
others signal the urgency of my project. My hope is that the single most significant 
contribution of this project is understood as a collaborative effort to develop an 
abolitionist approach to public safety so that no one person’s safety depends upon the 
banishment or criminalization of another. 
Overview of the Study 
 
 Toward this end, the (Re)imagining Public Safety Project poses two primary 
research questions: (1) What do alternative approaches to public safety look like from the 
perspective of people of color who live in Durham, N.C.? (2) What strategies do 
participants’ identify for responding to and preventing harm without involving the state? 
To examine these questions, I designed a qualitative, mixed-method project that has three 
interconnected research components: (a) participant-generated photo elicitation 
interviews; (b) participant-observation of local movements in Durham, North Carolina 
that contest police violence and mass incarceration; and (c) a public art exhibit of the 
photographs that is co-organized with consenting participants. 
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 To begin the project, I asked participants to take a series of photographs in 
response to the following prompts:  (a) what does community safety look like to you? 
And (b) the city of Durham spent roughly $43 million dollars to build the downtown jail 
complex. What would you build with that money instead? The resulting photographs 
were used during our interview as conversation starters to discuss questions related to 
safety and alternatives to policing, prisons, and criminalization.  
 I spent countless hours in the field as a participant observer attending organizing 
meetings, city council work sessions, town halls, and a series of protests, marches, and 
vigils related to the litany of police violence I described in the opening pages. The spate 
of officer involved shootings, and Chuy Huerta’s death in particular, called into question 
the legitimacy of the city’s approach to public safety. In this sense then, each of those 
episodes tells a story about public safety practices as they come to bear on particular 
bodies and in specific locales. They also reflect moments arising “from a disruption or 
challenge to an existing order, [where] outcomes are not fixed and prevailing patterns of 
social relations…are illuminated by their disruption” (Cheng, 2013, p. 27). As a 
participant observer, I paid close attention to the ways that people spoke about the 
meaning of safety in their lives and to the critique directly affected community members 
offered to city officials related to policing practices specifically and the War on Drugs 
more broadly. 
Mapping the Chapters 
 
In the second chapter of my dissertation, “Examining the Roots of the Carceral 
State,” I track the transformation of the United States into what has alternatively been 
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called “the carceral state,” “a prison nation,” or “a penal democracy” (Foucault, 2003; 
Richie, 2012; James, 2006). The purpose of this chapter is to provide the reader with a 
historical context in order to illuminate how prisons and policing became the United 
States’ predominant approach to public safety. To do so, I review a wide range of 
interdisciplinary scholarship that positions the current moment of mass incarceration and 
police violence as but one expression of the United States’ uninterrupted effort, 
beginning with slavery and settler colonialism, to control, exploit, criminalize, and punish 
Indigenous peoples and people of color in general, and Black people exceptionally 
(Jackson, 1970; Davis, 2000 and 2003; Rodriguez, 2006; Loury, 2008; Wacquant, 2001; 
Alexander, 2010; Tonry, 2011).  
I also review a related body of literature that examines the political economy of 
crime and punishment in the United States, demonstrating that the prison boom was 
integral to a comprehensive restructuring of the state to suit the requirements of 
neoliberalism. Here, I focus on a pivotal moment in the late 1960s when the United States 
faced interrelated social and economic crises. State actors resolved both crises by 
building prisons, facilitating a larger transformation as the U.S. went from a welfare state 
to a “workfare-warfare state” (Gilmore, 2007; see also Wacquant, 2009). In this sense 
then, prisons can be understood as “a geographical solution to socio-economic problems” 
(Gilmore, 1999). 
 I conclude by outlining the consequences of this transformation is governance, 
sometimes referred to as “law and order liberalism” (Devnir, 2014) or “governing 
through crime” (Simon, 2006). Embraced by liberals and conservatives, the U.S. tough 
on crime agenda required a massive build up of the criminal justice apparatus, and not 
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surprisingly transformed the carceral landscape.11 From 1970 to 2005, the United States 
prison population grew by 700 percent, a rate far outpacing both general population 
growth and crime rates (ACLU, 2013). As of this writing, one out of every thirty-one 
adults in the U.S. is under some form of criminal justice supervision (Pew Charitable 
Trusts, 2009). All told, the United States represents just five percent of the world’s 
population, but holds twenty five percent of the world’s prison population (The ACLU, 
2013). 
  In chapter three, “’Bodies that magnetize bullets’: Theorizing race and safety,” 
proceeds in two parts. First, I bring together theoretical frameworks and conceptual tools 
from diverse disciplines in order to build support for my claim that public safety operates 
as a fundamentally anti-Black biopolitical project. I draw from afro-pessimist thought, 
women of color feminist thought, and critical ethnic studies to explain how legacies of 
racial capitalism collude with liberalism to shape notions of personhood and eligibility 
for state protection, prefiguring contemporary racialized and gendered practices of 
criminalization and banishment. For example, at various points in time women, Black 
people, and Indigenous peoples fell “outside the protective assumptions of state agencies” 
and thus, had “virtually no right to safety, protections, or redress when they [were] 
victimized” (Richie, 2012, p. 21). I suggest that these theoretical insights allow us to map 
how contemporary public safety campaigns rely on the logics of anti-Blackness, white 
supremacy and criminalization to create a normative mode of state protection that creates 
safety for some through the absolute terror of others, to paraphrase Ferguson activists. 
                                                11	  By 2007, states were spending forty-four billion dollars a year on corrections. Representing an increase 
of 127 percent since 1987 (American Civil Liberties Union, 2013). 
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 Second, I return to the theory of transformative justice in order to unpack 
alternative approaches to safety and harm reduction. I explain what transformative justice 
is, why it matters, and discuss how it informs my project as a whole. I discuss the ways 
that transformative justice differs from restorative practices, as well as analyze the 
implications of those differences. I conclude by reviewing the work of two transformative 
justice collectives, Generation FIVE and the Audre Lorde Project to demonstrate 
contemporary efforts to practice safety without reinvesting in systems of punishment. 
Having set the stage for my fieldwork, chapter four “The (Re)imagining Public 
Safety Project: A methodological note,” describes my research design in detail. In 
addition to covering these details, I consider the radical imagination as a method in and of 
itself. In Freedom Dreams, historian Robin D.G. Kelley (2002) considers the role of the 
imagination in Black radical thought and within social movements. Imagination, 
creativity, movement are forms of “poetic knowledge” that compose “cognitive maps of 
the future, of the world not yet born” (Kelley, 2002, p. 10). By asking people to imagine 
safety beyond banishment, police, and criminalization, I suggest that this project is a 
collaborative instantiation of the radical imagination. 
 In chapter five, “Practicing insurgent safety in Durham, North Carolina,” I discuss 
the themes that emerged from my photo-elicitation interviews. I introduce the reader to 
what I term “insurgent safety” and its core components: a public ethic of care, counter-
carceral communication, and play. Most simply, I define insurgent safety as a set of 
practices and ethics, or a mode of sociality, that subvert what critical ethnic studies 
scholar Dylan Rodriguez (2007) calls “the state’s terms of engagement” through creation 
rather than defensiveness. Insurgent safety centers self-determination, improvisation, 
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abolition, and transformative justice as strategies for reducing and responding to harm. 
Conceptually, insurgent safety challenges the prevailing common sense that “social, 
political, and economic problems are really law enforcement problems and that safety of 
all kinds, including economic security, can be ensured by watching, controlling, and 
caging certain groups of people” (Herzing, 2005). 
 In the final chapter, “Transformative futures,” I summarize my dissertation as a 
whole and discuss the theoretical, methodological, and political contributions I make 
through this project. Writing as a scholar-activist, I also consider what it would mean to 
make insurgent safety, abolition, and transformative justice our “most immediate and 
fundamental political desire” (Rodriguez, 2007, p. 17). I conclude by outlining avenues 
for future research that would serve to enrich the arguments and provocations I raise 
herein. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
EXAMINING THE ROOTS OF THE CARCERAL STATE 
 
“The growth of the punishment regime was never primarily about creating a safer 
society; it was, rather, about other, less justifiable ends – latent goals that if explicitly 
stated would have exposed a putrid foundation.”  
– Todd Clear and Natasha Frost 
 
 On November 19th 2014, Evelin Huerta placed a 911 call to request assistance 
locating her seventeen year old brother Jesus “Chuy” Huerta. Evelin informed the 
dispatcher that Chuy had been struggling recently with mental health issues and she 
suspected he had been using drugs to cope with his mental anguish. Evelin called 911 
because both her and her mother feared for Chuy’s safety. In this sense, the Huerta family 
did what most people do when they have been harmed, or fear for the safety of their 
loved ones, they turned to the only legitimate means of support available to them: law 
enforcement. “All we asked,” Evelin told reporters, “was [that] my brother be brought 
back home.”  
 Radio chatter obtained through a public records request and published in the 
Durham Herald Sun reveals that patrol officers were never really concerned with 
bringing Chuy home safely to his family; Chuy, in their eyes, was already a criminal. “He 
is probably going to be one of the B&E [breaking and entering] kids from earlier” one 
officer presumed (Gronberg, 2014). Despite being aware of Chuy’s mental health issues 
(Evelin had informed the dispatcher that Chuy had tried to commit suicide), the first 
action the officers took when they located him was to run a background check. They 
determined that Huerta was “wanted on a charge of second-degree trespassing” 
(Gronberg, 2014). When the dispatcher asked the arresting officers to let Huerta’s family 
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know that he would be going to jail, one officer responded “Oh yeah, she [Huerta’s 
mother] don’t care, she’s probably going to get commitment papers for his drug use” 
(Gronberg, 2014). 
 Later that night Huerta was found dead in the back seat of a DPD patrol car. DPD 
claims Huerta died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head, despite the arresting 
officer reporting that he found no weapons on Huerta when we searched him and 
regardless of the fact that at the time of his death, Huerta’s hands were still cuffed behind 
his back. That the facts of this case defy reason – how does a person, who has no weapon, 
shoot themselves in the head while their hands are cuffed behind their back – points to 
the absolute impunity with which the police operate and tells a tragic, yet familiar story 
about how public safety is conceptualized, and approached in the United States.  
 The purpose of this chapter is to unpack how prison, and related forms of 
banishment, became the definitive public safety strategy in the U.S. How did a relatively 
innocuous action like trespassing, for example, become grounds for arrest? Why did 
prison become a “catch-all solution” for people like Chuy Huerta and others who struggle 
with mental illness? What accounts for the five hundred percent rise in the national prison 
population since 1972 (Mauer, 1999)? Why did the U.S. embark on the largest prison-
building project in the history of the industrialized world at a moment when many experts 
were calling for decarceration? And lastly, what are the consequences of centering prison 
in our approach to public safety?  
 To answer these questions, I review the literature on the prison boom, “law and 
order” politics, race, class, gender and the political economy of punishment, and the 
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collateral consequences of mass incarceration. I have organized this chapter into four 
parts. 
 In part one, “Crisis, Crime, and Governance,” I examine a key moment in U.S. 
history, 1968, in order to establish a broader context for understanding the rise of mass 
incarceration in the United States. Here, I also review the ideological edifice of “law and 
order” that rationalized the punitive turn. In part two, “Examining the Roots of Mass 
Incarceration,” I outline “the dominant and counter-explanations” (Gilmore, 2007) that 
seek to explain why state actors chose to build more prisons and lock more people up 
than ever before. In part three, “Building a Prison Nation,” I identify the specific laws, 
policies, and practices that facilitated the prison boom. I conclude with part four, “The 
Collateral Consequences of Mass Incarceration.” This section details the pervasive and 
unrelenting challenges faced by formerly incarcerated and convicted people and their 
families, ranging from chronic poverty to health problems to joblessness. Together, these 
four parts outline the core ideological and material capacities that inform, fuel, and 
reproduce the prison as the decisive public safety strategy in the United States. 
Part One: Crisis, Crime, and Governance 
 
“When the richest nation in the world can't manage its own economy; When the nation 
with the greatest tradition of the rule of law is plagued by unprecedented lawlessness; 
When a nation that has been known for a century for equality of opportunity is torn by 
unprecedented racial violence; And when the President of the United States cannot travel 
abroad or to any major city at home without fear of a hostile demonstration -- then it's 
time for new leadership for the United States of America.”  
– Richard Nixon, 1968 
  
 In 1968, Richard Nixon accepted the Republican nomination for President of the 
United States. During his acceptance speech, excerpted above, Nixon needed just four 
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sentences to summarize the primary sources of social, political, and economic anxiety 
fraying the nerves of state actors and many segments of the general public. For critical 
prison studies scholars, 1968 is a key moment in history, a time when state actors faced 
interrelated social and economic crises, at national and international scales, that 
ultimately served as the catalyst for United States’ transformation into a neoliberal 
carceral state (Gilmore, 2007; Wacquant, 2009; Spade, 2011). 
 The mid-sixties were a time of unprecedented domestic unrest. The passage of the 
1964 and 1965 civil rights acts ushered in an era of formal legal equality, but for many 
people of color the ostensible racial democratization of the law and the extension of the 
social wage did not translate into meaningful changes in the conditions of people’s 
everyday lives (Prashad, 2005).12 In August of 1965, the Watts Rebellion sparked a series 
of urban riots across the country that were a direct response to the continuation of racist 
state violence and structural oppression faced by communities of color post-1965.13  
 The urban rebellions that began in the summer of 1965 and intensified again after 
the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968 are notable for several reasons. They 
drew attention to police violence, hyper-segregation, and economic marginalization that 
                                                12	  In his essay “Second hand dreams,” Vijay Prashad (2005) defines the social wage as “that amount of 
deferred wages that goes toward the creation of various publicly available goods, such as public 
transportation, health services, schools, parks, postal delivery, safety, and so forth” (p. 192). Prashad argues 
that “the historical advance” of the civil rights legislation lies in the fact that it “allowed people of color to 
have access to the social wage and social insurance schemes of the New Deal” (p. 192). 13	  The Watts Rebellion anticipated the recent uprisings in Ferguson, MO and Baltimore, MD. On August 
11, 1965 in Los Angeles, CA Marquette Frye, a young Black man, and his brother Ronald were pulled over 
by officers with the Los Angeles Police Department for alleged drunk driving (Stanford University, 2005). 
Officers proceeded to arrest Marquette who was driving at the time. The brothers were close to home and 
Ronald ran to his house to alert their mother that Marquette was being arrested. Mrs. Frye intervened at the 
scene and fought with the officers, trying to prevent them from arresting her son. The officers beat and 
arrested the entire family in front of “hundreds of onlookers.” Their arrest set off six days of rioting 
“resulting in thirty-four deaths, over 1,000 injuries, and nearly 4,000 arrests” (Stanford University, 2005). 
The state responded by calling in 14,000 members of the National Guard, imposing a curfew, and 
conducting mass arrests (Stanford University, 2005). 
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beset the predominantly Black and Brown residents who lived in the inner city. The 
rebellions also signaled many people’s desire to find other ways of living and being in the 
world and in doing so, reject the state’s “terms of engagement” – domestic warfare, 
assimilation, and a form of liberal politics rooted in legal rights and recognition 
(Rodriguez, 2007; Spade, 2011; Coulthard, 2015).14  
 Perhaps the most well known radical group to arise out of the ashes of rebellion is 
the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense (BPP). Bobby Seale and Huey Newton 
established the BPP in Oakland, CA in October 1966 (Pulido, 2006). Inspired by the long 
history of Black radical organizing, the Oakland BPP built a political platform around 
four core themes: social reproduction (i.e. housing, food, education, and employment), 
state control and terror, self-determination, and economic justice (Pulido, 2006).15 This 
platform resonated with disaffected Black people particularly, though not exclusively, 
who “were gravitating toward a politics that combined community organizing, anti-
imperialism, personal dignity, self-defense, [B]lack pride, and bold confrontation with the 
state” (Berger, 2015, p. 65). 
 The Panthers had an incisive analysis of race and class that indicted capitalism as 
antithetical to liberation. The BPP aligned with Brown, Yellow, and Red Power 
movements, as well as white radicals from groups like the Weather Underground, to fight 
“the many ways the state organized poor peoples’ perpetual dispossession in service to 
                                                14	  Research conducted at the time of the urban uprisings suggests that most of the participants in the 
rebellions were “men aged fifteen to twenty-four, disproportionately un-and underemployed, 
undereducated, and sympathetic to [B]lack radicalism even if they were not members of existing groups” 
(Berger, 2015, p. 64). 15	  To review this platform in greater detail, please see the BPP’s document “What We Want, What We 
Believe.” Available online here: https://www.marxists.org/history/usa/workers/black-
panthers/1966/10/15.htm  
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capital” (Gilmore, 1999, p. 175). These radical currents fed into an “international 
community of resistance” battling imperialism, war, and apartheid on a global scale. The 
sense of possibility, the potentiality of freedom and liberation was tangible at time. As 
one activist describes: 
 The Vietnamese are winning in Vietnam. The Panthers are saying armed struggle. 
 SDS [Students for a Democratic Society] chapters that used to have a hundred 
 people now have five hundred people in them. There was a Harvard strike – 
 1967-68 – everyone thought that a world revolution was happening and there 
 was no limit to what was possible at that point. All of Latin America, all of 
 Asia, all of Africa, was going communist, the protests in France, the French 
 workers’ strike. So we were apart of this world historical moment (qtd in Pulido, 
 2006, p. 32). 
 
 The rise of the Third World Left directly challenged the legitimacy of the United 
States, particularly its stated commitment to democracy, equality, and justice by exposing 
its colonialist, white supremacist roots, and the myriad violences endemic to racial 
capitalism. Moreover, groups like the BPP, the American Indian Movement, I Wor Kuen, 
and the Young Lords Party16 drew from, and created, alternative epistemologies and 
produced modes of sociality that were prefigurative – enabling movement participants to 
practice bringing into being a different type of world (Kelley, 2002). 17 
                                                16	  Four Indigenous activists in Minnesota founded the American Indian Movement (AIM) in 1968 (Berger, 
2014). AIM carried out a series of bold actions to draw attention to conditions on reservations, which the 
group likened to being incarcerated, internal colonialism, and the United States’ persistent efforts to 
disappear Native peoples (Berger, 2014). I Wor Kuen (IWK) was a Marxist revolutionary group of Asian 
peoples in the U.S. that came together in 1969 to fight for Asian-American self-determination and 
liberation (I Wor Kuen, 1969). IWK was largely based out of New York City’s Chinatown and modeled 
themselves after the BPP and the Young Lords. The Young Lords Party was formed in Chicago. A former 
street gang, the Young Lords became politicized alongside other groups struggling for Puerto Rican 
independence. The Young Lords were also inspired by the BPP, practicing community self-defense, 
organizing community programs and implementing “a diasporic strategy that connected Puerto Ricans in 
the United States to those on the island” (Berger, 2014, p. 30). 17	  I don’t want to overly-romanticize the political projects of the Third World Left. Much has been written 
about the sexism, heteronormativity, and sexual violence that occurred within movement organizing then 
(see for example Pulido, 2006) and the ways it continues to be reproduced into the present (see for example 
Chen, Dulani, and Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2011).  
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 Concomitantly, 1968 marked the most serious economic crisis the United States 
had faced since the Great Depression (Collins, 1996). The economy was plagued by 
rising inflation, a declining rate of profit, the devaluation of the dollar, unemployment, 
and corporate tax revolts (Collins, 1996). Prior to this crisis, from roughly World War II 
through to 1968, the U.S. “bore the popular tag military Keynesianism to denote the 
centrality of war-making to the socio-economic security” (Gilmore, 1999, p. 176). The 
U.S. used the wealth produced by warfare spending to invest in a moderately protective, 
though unevenly distributed, social safety for workers and families (Gilmore, 1999). The 
capitalist class paid higher taxes to contribute to social welfare programs that supported 
some workers, but in exchange, they received a much more robust safety net “in all major 
areas: collective investment, labor division and control, comparative regional and sectoral 
advantage, national consumer market integration and global reach” (Gilmore, 1999, p. 
176). 
As I noted earlier, the passage of the 1964 and 1965 civil rights legislation 
transformed the economic landscape in the U.S., insofar as it made the social wage 
“colorblind” (Prashad, 2005). Prior to 1964, white men were the primary beneficiaries of 
the social wage and this unfettered access enabled white families to purchase homes, 
access the best schools and hospitals, and accumulate a disproportionate amount of 
wealth in relation to people of color (Lipsitz, 1998; Oliver & Shapiro, 2006).18 However, 
                                                18	  What Shapiro and Oliver (2006) term “the racial wealth gap” has only increased over time, deepening 
after the 2008 recession. Today, an average Black household “has just 6 percent of wealth of a typical 
white household; the typical Latino household has just 8 percent” (Shin, 2015). Put differently, the median 
white household has $111,146 in “wealth holdings,” while the median Black household has just $7,113 in 
wealth holdings and the median Latino household has $8,348 in wealth holdings (Shin, 2015). Rates of 
homeownership, household income, unemployment, educational attainment, inheritance, and other sources 
of kinship support are the biggest contributors to the racial wealth gap (Shapiro, 2013). 
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just as the social wage was ostensibly democratized, the economic crisis intensified and 
“large corporations and other capitals, with anxious eyes fixed on the flattening profit-
rate curve, began to agitate forcefully and successfully to reduce their contribution to the 
‘social wage’” (Gilmore, 1999, p. 176). 
By 1968 then, military Keynesianism’s “combination of growth-inducing tax cuts, 
an escalating war in Vietnam, and increased social spending at home had overstrained 
economic institutions and capabilities” (Collins, 1996, p. 398). President Johnson’s 
administration had to shift from expanding the Great Society to merely trying to preserve 
its crucial social programs, while also fighting off an economic panic (Collins, 1996). 
Despite Johnson’s efforts, the economic crises intensified rather than stabilized and by 
the mid-1970s, the United States was in the midst of a recession. Gilmore (1999) explains 
the consequences of the economic crisis that began in 1968:  
Steep unemployment deepened the effects of high inflation for workers and their 
 families. Big corporations eliminated jobs and factories in high-wage heavy 
 industries (e.g. auto, steel, rubber), decimating entire regions of the country and 
 emptying the cities of wealth and people. Even higher unemployment plagued 
 farmworkers and others who labored in rural extractive industries such as timber, 
 fishing, and mining…Urban dwellers left cities looking for new jobs, for cheaper 
 housing (given the inflated cost of housing and money), or for whiter 
 communities…Those left behind [in cities] were stuck in space, lacking the social 
 or financial mobility to follow capital (pp. 178-179). 
 
 In sum, by the late 1960s there was a pervasive sense amongst the general 
population, but particularly so amongst white workers, that the U.S. government was 
losing control – failing to contain domestic unrest spurred by the rise of the Third World 
Left and unable to provide economic security. Nixon’s speech resonated in part because 
he articulated both senses of the crisis, its twinned social and economic components, and 
suggested a solution, albeit a deeply troubling one: a renewed focus on “law and order” 
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and getting tough on crime. These sentiments appealed to the anxieties white voters, 
while simultaneously deflecting attention away from the state’s role in facilitating 
economic transformations that hurt all workers, and ultimately served to benefit only the 
capitalist class. In other words, despite the fact that “capitalism’s surplus-generated 
crisis” was to blame for the country’s economic woes, “it was the welfare state, military 
Keynesianism’s social face…that bore popular political blame for economic turmoil” 
(Gilmore, 2002, p. 19; emphasis in original).   
Law and Order Politics 
 The pervasive sense of disorder and economic insecurity felt by many ordinary 
white Americans was therefore, a political problem, but it was also “a political 
opportunity that became the basis for the grand experiment in punishment” (Clear and 
Frost, 2014, p. 57). Nixon’s acceptance speech that I referenced at the beginning of this 
chapter was inspired by Barry Goldwater’s 1964 presidential bid. Goldwater’s campaign 
was the first to employ what has become known as the “southern strategy.”  
 Goldwater, backed by Republican strategists, devised a campaign that appealed 
directly to white Southern voters, certain that their electoral votes would be instrumental 
to the rise of the Republican Party in the post-Civil Rights Era. To do so, Goldwater’s 
campaign appealed “to racist sentiments in white voters, even at the cost of Black 
support” (Haney-Lopez, 2013). For example, rhetorical calls for “law and order” were 
often placed in conjunction with images of people of color protesting in the streets, or of 
street crime, that seemed to describe a world on the precipice of physical and moral decay 
(Beckett, 2000; Farber & Roche, 2003; Flamm, 2005). 
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 Nixon capitalized on Goldwater’s failure during his 1968 bid for President. Nixon 
used “law and order” as a clarion call to white voters who were alienated by the Civil 
Rights and Women’s liberation movement in particular. Nixon’s insidious strategy 
reframed protesters as criminals, shifting “the issue from a defense of white supremacy to 
a more neutral seeming concern with ‘order,’ while simultaneously stripping the activists 
of moral stature” (Haney-Lopez, 2015). Indeed, the ingenuity of law and order discourse 
is that it permits politicians and ordinary white people to perpetuate racism and white 
supremacy without mentioning race, in effect justifying “a more ‘quiet’ form of violence 
in defense of the racial status quo, replacing lynchings with mass arrests for trespassing 
and delinquency” (Haney-Lopez, 2015). 
 By exhaustively pairing the rhetoric of “law and order” with images of non-white 
bodies, state actors and the mass media generated a “smooth symbiosis between ‘racial’ 
and ‘criminal’ discourse” (Rodriguez, 2006, p. 24). Politicians of every stripe embraced 
law and order politics and a “tough on crime” agenda that exalted “the implicitly white 
right to safety…not to be threatened by special ‘minority’ and ‘criminal’ rights” 
(Murakawa, 2014, p. 2). Thus, law and order became synonymous with efforts to 
(re)secure white racial domination in the post-Civil Rights Era and to justify the rise of 
the neoliberal carceral state. 
 The Reagan Administration successfully expanded the terrain of “law and order” 
politics by using it as a strategy to attack the welfare state. In numerous campaign 
speeches in 1976, Reagan invoked the specter of the (Black) “welfare queen” – a woman 
in Chicago who was milking the federal welfare system to the tune of $150,000 a year. 
Welfare then, was also a cause of crime insofar as “conservatives argued that the ‘culture 
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of welfare’ undermined self-discipline and promoted ‘parasitism’ – legal (welfare 
dependency) and illegal (crime) (Beckett, 2000, p. 35). Linking crime and welfare was 
part of an ambitious Conservative “strategy of state reconstruction” that shifted the 
principle underwriting state policy from social welfare to social control (Beckett, 2000; 
Flamm, 2007). Sociologist Loic Wacquant (2009) clarifies, arguing:  
The discourse of ‘law and order’ coined by politicians from the segregationist 
South to disqualify [the Civil Rights Movement], fed the conflation of public 
assistance, immorality, and criminality: the poor take to crime because the state, 
by lending them a helping hand with excessive eagerness, maintains them in 
idleness and vice, thereby condemning them to the works of ‘dependencies’ that 
which turns them into ‘welfare addicts.’ Such a discourse is tailor-made to 
legitimize the recentering of the missions of the state on order maintenance and 
the control of populations deemed dispossessed, deviant, and dangerous (p. 151). 
 
Wacquant’s passage is insightful because he illustrates how the rhetoric of law 
and order works in conjunction with moralizing discourses that blame the poor for being 
poor. Most significantly, Wacquant situates law and order as a tactic of governance, of 
order maintenance and control. For example, by constructing the people who used 
welfare as devious and parasitic, Reagan was able to garner support for a range of 
neoliberal policies that gutted the social safety net and increased the state’s capacity to 
punish people.  
Law and order politics have arguably materialized into a way of life (Rodriguez, 
2006). Criminologist Jonathan Simon (2006) argues that law and order politics are 
reflective of a broader transformation in U.S. governance that began in the 1960s, 
“governing through crime.” Public safety campaigns such as the War on Crime and the 
War on Drugs, underwritten by the ideology of law and order, are a case in point. “We 
govern through crime,” Simon (2006) suggests, when the deployment of crime and “of 
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the criminal law and the technologies, mentalities, metaphors, and narratives associated 
with it figure in efforts to govern non-criminal issues” and when crime becomes the 
justification to “shape the conduct of others” or transform the political, economic, and 
social landscape (pp. 8-9). 
In sum, the rhetoric of law and order laid the ideological groundwork for the rise 
of the neoliberal carceral state. In the post-Civil Rights era, where overt appeals to race 
are no longer politically viable, law and order politics continue to provide a justification 
for what are, in effect, racist criminal justice practices and policies. In the following 
section, I examine in greater detail explanations for the unprecedented expansion of the 
criminal punishment system in the U.S. As I will demonstrate, the politicization of crime 
through appeals to law and order played a central role in authorizing the “punitive turn,” 
providing a smoke screen for state actors who were embarking on a much more ambitious 
project to remake the state itself (Gilmore, 2007).  
Part Two: The Punitive Turn 
Challenging the Dominant Explanations for Prison Growth 
 In the early 1970s, fewer than 350,000 people were incarcerated nationwide 
(Mauer, 1999). A rate that seems shockingly low compared to the roughly two million 
people imprisoned today. In fact, at the time, many criminologists and policy-makers 
advocated for a moratorium on prison construction and envisioned a future where 
incarceration would be used “still more rarely than it is today” (qtd in Mauer, 1999, p. 
15). The National Advisory Commission on Criminal Justice Standards and Goals 
encapsulated this sentiment in their 1973 report, wherein they concluded, “the prison, the 
reformatory and the jail have achieved only a shocking record of failure. There is 
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overwhelming evidence that these institutions create crime rather than prevent it” (qtd in 
Alexander, 2010, p. 8). Based on these findings, the Commission recommended, “no new 
institutions for adults should be built and existing institutions for juveniles should be 
closed” (qtd in Alexander, 2010, p. 8). 
 As we know, state actors did not heed the recommendations of criminologists, nor 
those made by the National Advisory Commission on Criminal Justice. The government 
didn’t stop prison construction they jumpstarted it; the government didn’t reduce reliance 
on incarceration they redoubled it. What can account for such a radical change in policy? 
The dominant explanation, what sociologist Katherine Beckett (2008) calls “the 
democracy-at-work thesis,” contends that the prison binge was a response by state actors 
to a rising crime rate and an anxious public alarmed about crime, drug use, and the 
widespread social unrest that characterized the U.S. in the late 1960s. In other words, 
written as a popular refrain, the dominant explanation for the prison boom would go 
something like this: “Crime went up; we cracked down; crime came down” (Gilmore, 
2007, p. 20). 
 Support for the “crackdown” on crime came largely from Conservatives who 
questioned the efficacy of rehabilitation, and in general, felt the criminal justice system 
was too “soft” on offenders (Mauer, 1999). Two studies proved particularly influential in 
this regard. In 1974, Robert Martinson published an essay in the journal Public Interest 
based on research he conducted with two colleagues. Their analysis reviewed 231 studies 
on offender rehabilitation that had been conducted from 1945 – 1967 (Miller, 1989). 
Based on their findings Martinson concluded, “with few and isolated exceptions, the 
rehabilitative efforts that have been reported so far have had no appreciable effect on 
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recidivism” (qtd in Mauer, 1999, p. 25). Rehabilitation, Martinson argued, will not 
overcome nor reduce “the powerful tendencies of offenders to continue in criminal 
behavior” (qtd in Mauer, 1999, p. 49).  
 Martinson’s study was followed by the publication of leading Conservative 
scholar James Q. Wilson’s book Thinking About Crime, published in 1975. Dismissing 
the left’s focus on crime as the by-product of structural inequalities, Wilson instead 
emphasized the “wicked” character of some men’s nature, suggesting it was a “heroic 
assumption” to suppose that a person, “having devoted a good part of his youth and 
young adulthood to misbehavior of every sort, should, by either the solemnity of prison 
or the skillfulness of a counselor, come to see the error of his ways and experience a 
transformation of his character” (qtd in Miller, 1989). “The function of the corrections 
system,” Wilson concluded, should be to ‘isolate and to punish’” (qtd in Mauer, 1999, p. 
49).19 
 The impact of Martinson and Wilson’s work cannot be understated. Their 
arguments had a substantial impact on crime policy, shifting thinking away from the 
belief that individual acts of crime are a result of structural inequalities in society, like 
unemployment or racial discrimination (Miller, 1989; Mauer, 1999; Bosworth, 2010). A 
new paradigm, what Clear and Frost (2014) term the “punishment imperative,” replaced 
Martinson and Wilson’s structural analysis. Under the punishment imperative:  
                                                19	  Surprisingly, Liberals also questioned whether the prison system was meeting its primary objective: 
rehabilitation, though for very different reasons than Conservatives. For the left, the rise of a radical prison 
movement, following the death of George Jackson in 1971 and the Attica rebellion, raised serious questions 
as to whether rehabilitation was really possible in an “inherently coercive institution” (Mauer, 1999, p. 44). 
Through “riots, work strikes, escape attempts, and the formulation of prisoner labor unions” people in 
prison resisted their conditions of confinement and argued they were an “oppressed class” insofar as crime 
was a response to social conditions, such as poverty, rather than a marker of an inherently bad individual 
(Berger, 2014, p. 18; see also, Mauer, 1999; Bosworth, 2010). 
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 [I]ndividuals were seen as responsible for their own actions, agents of their 
 own making, whose choices were based on calculations about costs and 
 benefits…Given that criminal offenders were calculating rational thinkers 
 choosing crime because crime paid, our approach to addressing crime had to 
 include increasing the costs associated with committing crime [which meant] 
 increasing the probability that crime would result in punishment (pp. 64-65). 
 
The “tough on crime” approach now had a thoroughly vetted rationale, justifying a 
punitive response as a means to address a rising crime rate and the public’s fear of crime. 
 With the benefit of hindsight, researchers have thoroughly discredited the 
“democracy-at-work” thesis, because while it holds some explanatory power, it cannot 
fully account for the United States’ transformation into a “prison nation” (Richie, 2012). 
This explanation has two significant flaws. First, rather than reflecting measurable trends, 
the moral panic over crime, drugs, and social unrest was an alibi, orchestrated in large 
part by the media, for state actors who manipulated and exploited public anxiety for both 
political gain, and as a way to obfuscate political-economic transformations that would 
have a profound impact on their constituents. In their canonical work, Policing the Crisis: 
Mugging, the State, and Law and Order, Hall et al. (1978) offer the following definition 
of a moral panic: 
 When the official reaction to a person, groups of persons or series of events is out 
 of all proportion to the actual threat offered, when ‘experts,’ in the form of police 
 chiefs, the judiciary, politicians, and editors perceive the threat in all but identical 
 terms, and appear to talk ‘with one voice’ of rates, diagnoses, prognoses and 
 solutions, when the media representations universally stress ‘sudden and 
 dramatic’ increases (in numbers involved or events) and ‘novelty,’ above and 
 beyond that which a sober, realistic appraisal could sustain, then we believe it is 
 appropriate to speak of the beginnings of a moral panic (p. 16; emphasis in 
 original). 
 
 In political rhetoric and media representations at the time, drug dealers, welfare 
cheats, and violent criminals were defined as the number one “threat to societal values 
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and interests” and thereby became the “object of panic” (Cohen, [1972] 2002). For 
example, in one year alone (1988-1989) the Washington Post ran 1,565 stories about “the 
drug scourge” (Alexander, 2010). Overall, one in four news stories is about crime and 
crime coverage makes up one quarter of all news in many markets (Altheide, 2003). 
When media reports become saturated with crime stories, fear of crime becomes 
disconnected from actual crime rates and patterns of victimization. Historically, despite a 
significant decline in the crime rate, people continue to identify crime as one of the most 
pressing problems facing the country (Altheide, 2003).  
 Thus, fear of crime is largely a manufactured problem, stoked by media accounts 
that use violence as “cheap raw material for infotainment” and politicians who invoke the 
specter of the “super-predator” or the drug dealer killing “our children” or the rapist out 
on parole, waiting to strike again (Wacquant, 2009, p. 154). Actual victimization patterns 
demonstrate that you are more likely to be harmed by someone you know, rather than a 
stranger. Relatedly, although anyone can be a victim of a violent act, “crime survivors, 
like people who are incarcerated, disproportionately come from poor communities and 
communities of color” (Partnership for Safety and Justice, 2014).20 
 Second, the dominant rationale for prison growth suggests putting more people in 
prison will result in less crime and safer communities (remember, crime goes up; we 
crack down; crime comes down), but this is faulty logic. To begin with, the crime rate 
rose a full decade before the rate of incarceration rose. In other words, by the time the 
U.S. began imprisoning people at an unprecedented rate, the crime rate had already 
stabilized, yet the crackdown continued to intensify (Clear and Frost, 2014; Gilmore, 
                                                20	  Available online at: http://www.safetyandjustice.org/our-work/crime-survivors/myths-and-facts  
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2007).  And perhaps most damming, putting more people in prison does not reduce 
crime. In fact, numerous studies suggest that mass incarceration exacerbates the very 
problem it purports to resolve: crime and violence (Parenti, 1999; Mauer, 1999; Clear, 
2003; Western, 2006; Wacquant, 2009; Dhondt, 2012; Currie, 2013; Raphael and Stoll, 
2013; National Research Council, 2014; Clear and Frost, 2014; Goffman, 2014). 
 By the mid-1970s, rates of crime and drug use had stabilized and begun to fall. If 
politicians sole motivation for getting tough on crime was reducing crime and alleviating 
the public’s fear of crime, they could have declared, “mission accomplished” decades 
ago. If the “democracy-at-work” thesis cannot fully explain why the United States puts 
more people in prison than any other industrialized nation in the world what can? 
Gilmore (1998) asks this question a different way: “If crime rates peaked before the 
proliferation of prisons, what work does prison do?” In the following section, I examine 
two explanations that challenge the dominant rationale behind the prison boom in the 
United States. 
Mass Incarceration as Social Control and Statecraft 
 There are two alternative explanations that illuminate the “putrid foundations” of 
the punishment imperative. The first counter-hegemonic explanation understands mass 
incarceration as institution of racialized social control. The second counter-dominate 
thesis, argues that mass incarceration offered state actors a way out of a political-
economic crisis: by building prisons, the state could put surpluses in land, labor, and 
finance back to work, and in so doing remake the state itself (Gilmore, 2007). Both of 
these explanations are unpacked in turn. 
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 For many, the prison binge is not an aberration, but rather, the present-day 
iteration of the United States’ relentless project to control, exploit, criminalize, and 
punish Black people exceptionally and people of color more generally (Jackson, 1970; 
Davis, 2000 and 2003; Rodriguez, 2006; Loury, 2008; Wacquant, 2001; Alexander, 2010; 
Tonry, 2011). Angela Davis (1999) historicizes the material continuity between slavery 
and mass incarceration, between “the slave” and “the criminal,” in her essay “From the 
Prison of Slavery to the Slavery of the Prison.” Davis takes as her immediate evidence 
the pronounced racial disparities that saturate every nook and cranny of the criminal 
punishment system, and traces the roots of the contemporary “carceral regulation” of 
Black communities back to the criminalization of the newly freed population under the 
“Black codes” and the convict lease system that emerged after the Civil War. 
 Chattel slavery was formally abolished by the 13th Amendment, but as Davis 
carefully points out, the amendment prohibited slavery and involuntary servitude “except 
as a punishment for crime.” This clause made it possible for southern states to, in effect, 
recapture former slaves by criminalizing them under what came to be known as the 
“Black codes.” Black codes entrapped Black people by outlawing vagrancy, absence 
from work, and insulting gestures or acts, among other things, and then funneling them 
into the convict leasing system (Davis, 1999). Under this system, the labor of prisoners 
was contracted out by the state and “leased” by private parties who were solely 
responsible for the well being of the prisoners (Lichtenstein, 1996). 
 In Black Reconstruction, W.E.B. Du Bois argues that after the Civil War the role 
of the prison in the South was “reconceptualized” from a place of confinement for unruly 
white men, to a “method of keeping Negroes at work and intimidating them” (qtd in 
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Davis, 1999, pp. 80-81). In this sense, Du Bois argues that prison was structurally 
analogous to slavery insofar as under the convict leasing system Black people “accused 
of committing crimes were disciplined by the private imposition of labor, using ‘the slave 
theory of punishment – pain and intimidation’” (Davis, 1999, p. 88). Thus, the 
criminalization, confinement, and exploitation of newly freed Black people after the 
passage of the 13th Amendment, prefigures and explains “the extent to which Black men 
today function as raw material for the prison industrial complex” (Davis, 2000, p. 72). 
 “Imprisoned intellectuals” – people who were incarcerated for their radical 
organizing on the outside, or those who became radicalized as a result of their 
confinement – enriched the theoretical insights of Du Bois and Davis (who herself was 
incarcerated for over a year), by extending the slavery-prison analogy to make sense of 
their own political subjectivity and conditions of confinement. In his analysis of Black 
radicals incarcerated in California during the 1970s, Dan Berger (2014) argues that prison 
radicals understood that using the slavery analogy had important limitations, namely that 
for the most part their labor-power was no longer leased for profit rather, they faced total 
incapacitation.  
 However, prison radicals understood this and theorized that because of political-
economic transformations, their once coveted labor-power was increasingly rendered 
surplus. Prisons they argued were now being used as depositories for the “untrained 
misfits of the labor market” (Jackson, 1971). Berger (2014) explains: 
 Originating largely from a stratum of black communities that was emerging as the 
 perpetually, if not permanently unemployed, these dissident prisoners theorized 
 [what] scholars now call neoliberalism. That is, they pointed to the state’s 
 extensive capacity to punish and its fundamental disinterest in the plight of the 
 poor. Slavery, to them, was the new-old system of racial inequality that policed 
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 black communities. It named not only a system of racial animus, but also one of 
 political economic oppression – from the exploitation of the plantation to the 
 marginalization of the postindustrial city (p. 215). 
 
 Revolutionary prisoner George Jackson named this political economic oppression 
“economic slavery” – the slaver becomes the capitalist and the slave becomes the wage-
laborer. However, “if work cannot be found in or around the factory complex” Jackson 
(1970) argues, “today’s neoslavery does not allow even for a modicum of food and 
shelter. You are free – to starve.” Under neoliberalism then, Jackson and others 
recognized that the prison operates as a central political institution to “regulate, if not 
perpetuate, poverty and to warehouse the human rejects of the market” (Wacquant, 2009, 
p. 70). 
 The slavery-prison analogy also persisted because it allowed people inside to 
“indict the prison” as a “manifestation of white supremacy” (Berger, 2014). Prison, 
activists argue, replicates the structural alienation experienced during slavery by 
reconstituting relations of civil, political, and social death. For example, George Jackson 
describes his experience in prison as akin to “dying.” State captivity, Jackson continues, 
“is the closest to being dead that one is likely to experience in his life” (qtd in Rodriguez, 
2007, p. 51). Likewise, Susan Rosenberg, a political prisoner for 16 years, describes 
prison as a “living death.”  
 In Forced Passages, Dylan Rodriguez (2007) argues that it is this continuity, that 
of civil, political, and social death, over and above the “mass confinement of a reserve 
labor pool” that marks the “constitutive logics of the new prison regime” (p. 40). Mass 
incarceration today is no longer a destination where people convicted of a crime are sent 
for rehabilitation, but rather, a point of departure “from civil society, the free world, and 
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the mesh of affective social bonds and relations that produce varieties of ‘human’ family 
and community” (Rodriguez, 2007, p. 40). 
 Lastly, imprisoned intellectuals argue that prison, like slavery, and the criminal 
justice system more broadly, is a race-making institution, (re)generating “hierarchies of 
human difference” and (re)inscribing relations of domination and subjugation (Berger, 
2014). Michelle Alexander has taken up this line of argumentation in her widely 
celebrated book The New Jim Crow. Alexander (2010) argues that the ideological and 
material work necessary to maintain a system of racial caste in contemporary society is 
done by the criminal justice system. By labeling people of color “criminals” or by 
criminalizing already racialized actions (i.e. crossing the U.S.-Mexico border) the state 
can appear to be race-neutral, while systematically perpetuating a profoundly racist 
“democratic” institution. 
 There is no question that the criminal justice system is a violent, racist, classist, 
and deeply gendered institution. The second counter-dominant explanation does not 
challenge the claims articulated above, but rather adds nuance to those claims by 
demonstrating the central role building prisons played in facilitating the United States’ 
transition to neoliberalism. In other words, mass incarceration is not solely a racial caste 
system; its rise cannot be fully accounted for without an analysis of its relationship to 
racial capitalism and neoliberalism (Gilmore 1998, Wacquant, 2001, Dhondt, 2012). 
 To reiterate, beginning around 1968, there was an economic panic in the U.S. 
Prior to then, the U.S. economy had experienced unprecedented growth, much of driven 
by a combination of Fordist principles of mass production and military Keynesian 
economics that supplemented a robust private sector with government support through 
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social welfare programs (Calavita, 2003; Gilmore, 2002). The welfare-warfare state, 
Garland (2001) explains, “tempered the risks of market capitalism and de-dramatized 
economic conflict by instituting social insurance and welfare measures that enhanced 
security and redistributed resources” (p. 45). However, when Keynesian principles could 
not thwart the economic crisis, the welfare state came under attack, creating an 
opportunity for state actors to make a neoliberal turn (Garland, 2001; Gilmore, 2002). 
 Most simply, neoliberalism is a form of capitalism that “reorganizes the state so 
that the state responds to the needs of the market, thinks and behaves like a market, and 
promotes the “health and growth of the economy [as] the basis of state legitimacy” 
(Brown, 2005, pp. 41 – 42; emphasis in original). Wacquant (2009) calls this remade 
state “a neoliberal government of social insecurity.” Social insecurity has been generated 
in the U.S. through a combination of “the dislocation of wage work”; the perceived crisis 
of the patriarchal family and traditional gender roles; deindustrialization and access to 
stable pension and benefit eligible jobs; the decline of labor unions; the stagnation of 
wages; the need for minimum levels of education to access employment; and of course, 
the withdrawal of state and federal support for people and families in need (Wacquant, 
2009; Prashad, 2005; Escobar, 2009; Camp, 2009; Spade, 2011). 
 In the United States this translated into “widespread racialized ‘class’ 
displacements”, as blue collar manufacturing jobs were offshored (Rodriguez, 2006, p. 
16). As deindustrialization kicked into overdrive, many workers, but particularly workers 
of color were economically marginalized (Rodriguez, 2006; Gilmore, 2007; Wacquant, 
2009). Concomitantly, there was a retreat of the welfare state and the ascendancy of its 
replacement, the “workfare” state. “Workfare” programs “discipline the poor” by 
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ensnaring participants in a bureaucratic web of inane paperwork, arbitrary rules, and 
degrading, intrusive policies that, in effect, keep poor people under state surveillance and 
administrative control (Wacquant, 2009).21 
 By the 1980s then, the United States had a population of workers no longer 
employable in the restructured labor market, a growing divide between the wealthy and 
the poor, and no safety net to assist those who needed it. These political-economic 
transformations also resulted in large surpluses of finance capital, land, and labor. In 
Golden Gulag, Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s (2007) decisive analysis of the political-economy 
of prisons, she demonstrates that mass incarceration served as “the geographic solution to 
[these] socioeconomic problems”: 
The new California prisons system of the 1980s and 1990s was constructed 
deliberately – but not conspiratorially – of these surpluses [finance capital, land, 
labor, and state capacity] that were not put back to work in other ways. Make no 
mistake: prison building was and is not the inevitable outcome of these surpluses. 
It did, however, put certain state capacities in motion, make use of a lot of idle 
land, get capital invested via public debt, and take more than 160,000 low-wage 
workers off the streets (p. 88).  
 
 Gilmore’s central claim then, is that the state remade itself by building prisons, 
and in doing so also worked its way out of interrelated social and economic crises. 
Importantly, this transformation was not “a mechanical response to economic changes so 
much as an exercise in state crafting aimed at producing – and then adapting to – these 
very changes” (Wacquant, 2009, p. 103; emphasis in original). In other words, Wacquant 
                                                21	  Not surprisingly the neoliberal carceral state is deeply gendered. A recent study (2014) by sociologist 
Matthew Desmond for the Macarthur Foundation found that low-income women are evicted at much higher 
rates than men. Black and Latina women are evicted at higher rates than white women. Desmond suggests 
that while poor men of color may be locked up, poor women of color are locked out. “Both phenomena,” 
Desmond argues, “work together to propagate economic disadvantage in the inner city.” The executive 
summary is available online at: http://www.macfound.org/media/files/HHM_Research_Brief_-
_Poor_Black_Women_Are_Evicted_at_Alarming_Rates.pdf  
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continues, the neoliberal turn “is a specifically political project aimed at remaking not 
only the market but also and above all, the state itself” (Wacquant, 2009, p. 103; 
emphasis in original).  
 In this section, I have reviewed the dominant and counter-dominant explanations 
that seek explain why banishment, in the form of jails, prisons, and detentions centers, 
plays a central role in U.S. governance. Contrary to the hegemonic understanding that the 
buildup of the prison nation was a response to rising crime and unchecked disorder, I 
have demonstrated that the institutionalization of mass incarceration was on the one hand, 
part of a comprehensive restructuring of the state to suit requirements of neoliberalism 
and to (re)solidify the racial hierarchy, which has always been essential to capitalist 
hegemony in the U.S. (Dhondt, 2012).  
 On the other hand, the carceral apparatus serves an important social control 
function, to capture, confine, manage, and kill people of color and Indigenous peoples, 
Black people in particular, and the rebels, the un-and underemployed, the mentally ill, the 
homeless, the trans and gender-nonconforming, the undocumented; the devalued subjects 
of neoliberalism. The neoliberal carceral state destroys some lives and makes others 
possible, this occurs in mundane ways, such as legal reforms and through spectacular 
violences, like police brutality. In part three, I review the laws and policies enacted in the 
past thirty years that funnel some groups of people into the prison industrial complex. 
Part Three: Building a Prison Nation  
 
 Law and order rhetoric established the ideological justification for the United 
States’ tough on crime approach, but in order to follow through on their commitment, 
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lawmakers had to make a series of changes to the criminal law that either made existing 
punishments harsher or made more behaviors illegal. In their book, The Punishment 
Imperative, criminologists Todd Clear and Natasha Frost (2014) organize U.S. penal 
policy post-1965 into three eras: targeting crime (1970s); targeting drug offenses and 
offenders (1980s); and targeting violent crime and repeat offenders (1990s). I adopt their 
framework in this section to review the policies enacted during the Nixon, Reagan, Bush 
I, and Clinton Administrations that have resulted in the capture and confinement of some 
two million souls. 
1970s: Targeting crime 
In a speech delivered to Congress on June 17, 1971 President Richard Nixon 
declared a “war on drugs.” Nixon characterized drug abuse as a problem that had 
“assumed the dimensions of a national emergency.” If left unchecked, Nixon intoned, the 
“drug menace” would “surely in time destroy us.” In response, Nixon proposed a “full-
scale attack” underwritten by substantial increases in government spending on law 
enforcement and the criminal justice apparatus more broadly. The War on Drugs is 
emblematic of the Republican Party’s “law and order” political platform that contained 
the social and economic crises of the late 1960s by politicizing crime and individualizing 
disorder.  
Dylan Rodriguez (2007) argues that the state makes itself comprehensible to 
ordinary people through self-narration (marked by repetition and saturation) and 
institutional mobilizations. The War on Drugs, arguably the most enduring public safety 
campaign in U.S. history, is once such example of statecraft. The War on Drugs is a 
brilliant political strategy because it enabled the state to reconstitute legitimacy by telling 
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a story about itself using the rhetoric of “law and order” that (a) deflected attention away 
from the government’s role in facilitating “the violent abandonments of the state” that 
accompanied the transition to neoliberalism: the implosion of welfare and the explosion 
of domestic war-making capacities (Gilmore, qtd. in Rodriguez, 2007 p. 12); and (b) 
assured the continuance of a racialized system of social control through massive 
institutional mobilizations that invested in jails, prisons, detention centers, law 
enforcement, and surveillance programs. 
1980s: Targeting drug offenses and offenders 
 
Though Nixon launched the War on Drugs, the institutional capacities that 
underwrite it were put into motion in earnest under the Reagan Administration. Reagan 
intensified the War on Drugs against the backdrop of an economic collapse that hit urban 
areas particularly hard. A series of neoliberal economic reforms enticed multinational 
corporations to uproot their manufacturing plants in cities like Detroit and transplant 
them abroad where labor was cheaper and corporations faced little to no regulation 
(Calavita, 2003). Deindustrialization left thousands of blue collar workers jobless, and 
economically marginalized, because manufacturing jobs were not being recreated, but 
replaced in favor of a service and technology-based economy (Calavita, 2003). The loss 
of blue-collar jobs was devastating, in part because the positions were accessible to 
people who didn’t attend college, they paid well, and were relatively secure. Legal 
scholar Michelle Alexander (2012) explains the impact deindustrialization had on Black 
urban residents: 
[T]he overwhelming majority of African Americans in the 1970s lacked college 
educations and had attended racially segregated, underfunded schools lacking 
basic resources. Those residing in ghetto communities were particularly ill 
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equipped to adapt to the seismic changes taking place in the U.S. economy; they 
were left isolated and jobless. One study indicates that as late at 1970, more than 
70 percent of all [B]lack people working in metropolitan areas had blue-collar 
jobs. Yet by 1987, when the drug war hit high hear, the industrial employment of 
black men had plummeted to 28 percent (pp. 50-51). 
 
 Faced with bleak economic prospects, some Black inner-city residents made ends 
meet by selling drugs, and in the mid-1980s, many people sold crack cocaine, a popular 
drug because it offered a cheap, intense high. The Reagan administration capitalized on 
the crack epidemic as a means to garner support for the drug war, including enlisting a 
DEA agent whose primary responsibility was making “the drug scourge” public enemy 
number one (Alexander, 2012). By all accounts, the administration’s efforts were 
successful – by 1986 Time magazine called crack the story of the year and by 1989 media 
outlets had declared a “crack epidemic” in America (Alexander, 2012).  
In this context, President Reagan was able to pass legislation and make reforms to 
existing laws to target drug offenders. President Reagan increased the budgets of federal 
law enforcement agencies, while simultaneously scaling back funding for drug treatment, 
prevention, and education programs (Alexander, 2012). The 1986 Anti-Drug Abuse Act 
established mandatory minimums for cocaine distribution and even harsher penalties for 
crack distribution (Clear and Frost, 2014). Revisions to the Anti-Drug Abuse Act in 1988 
authorized further sanctions for drug-related offenses, including but not limited to: the 
elimination of certain federal benefits, such as student loans for anyone convicted of a 
drug offense; the revisions expanded the power of public housing authorities, who can 
now evict tenants who allow “any form of drug-related criminal activity to occur on or 
near public housing premises” (Alexander, 2012, p. 53); and enhanced mandatory 
minimums for first time drug offenses, regardless of intent to sell (Alexander, 2012). 
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 Eyeing the success of the Reagan Administration, President Bush Sr. embraced 
his role as the senior ranking military officer in the War on Drugs. In 1989 he requested a 
$1.5 billion dollar increase in federal spending on law enforcement. He justified his 
request in speech to the nation on September 5, 1989: “The gravest domestic threat facing 
our nation today is drugs.” Americans, Bush argued, “have a right to safety” and that 
safety is predicated on “swift and certain” punishment of drug criminals. In short, public 
safety is ensured by “enforcing the law” and by enlarging “our criminal justice system In 
sum, the legislation and reforms enacted during the tenure of Reagan and Bush Sr. 
substantially increased the number of people serving sentences for drug offenses. For 
example, in 1980 there were roughly 12,000 “new court commitments” for drug-related 
offenses, by 1991 that number had increased to 102,000 (Clear and Frost, 2014, p. 74). 
All told, the number of people in prison for drug offenses “increased tenfold between 
1980 and 2001 (Clear and Frost, 2014, p. 74). 
1990s: Targeting violent crime and repeat offenders 
 
 President Clinton’s drug war legacy is arguably the most damning, suggestive of 
the bi-partisan appeal of politicizing crime, even during periods of economic prosperity. 
Between the mid-1980s and the early 1990s the violent crime rate rose by nearly one-
third (Clear and Frost, 2014). The narrative promoted exhaustively by media outlets 
attributed the rise in crime to two groups: repeat offenders, people who had served their 
time and then committed violent acts upon release, and juvenile offenders, coined “super-
predators” by the Princeton scholar John DiIulio, who estimated that there were 270,000 
super-predators stalking U.S. streets (Clear and Frost, 2014).  
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Clinton’s response to the rise in violent crime during his tenure as President is 
illustrative of his commitment to prove that Democrats, like Republicans, are “tough on 
crime.” Indeed, Clinton’s policies were more punitive and his spending on law 
enforcement and the criminal justice was apparatus more lavish than his predecessors.  
The cornerstone of Clinton’s effort to crackdown on crime is the Violent Crime Control 
and Law Enforcement Act of 1994. When Clinton signed the bill into law, it was the 
largest crime bill in history. It allocated $9.7 billion in funding for prisons, $2.6 billion in 
additional funding to the FBI, and DEA, $3 billion dollars for immigration enforcement, 
and provided funding for 100,000 new law enforcement officers (U.S. Department of 
Justice Fact Sheet, 1994). The bill also vastly expanded the power of federal, state, and 
local governments to punish people. The Violence Crime Control and Law Enforcement 
Act increased penalties for “gang members,” unauthorized migrants, people convicted of 
sex crimes, and juveniles, authorizing the adult prosecution of people as young as thirteen 
who are charged with certain violent crimes (U.S. Department of Justice Fact Sheet, 
1994).22  
Two sentencing reforms included in this bill specifically targeted repeat or 
“habitual” offenders and contributed substantially to the rise of mass incarceration in the 
United States. During his 1994 State of the Union address, President Clinton received a 
standing ovation on both sides of the aisle when we announced his support for “three 
strikes and you’re out” legislation. The 1994 crime bill defines three strikes as: 
“mandatory life imprisonment without possibility of parole for Federal offenders with 
three or more convictions for serious violent felonies or drug trafficking crimes.” By the 
                                                22	  For a full summary of the bill visit: https://www.ncjrs.gov/txtfiles/billfs.txt  
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end of 1995, twenty-four states had passed their own version of the three strikes 
legislation (Justice Policy Institute, 2004). California gained notoriety by passing a three 
strikes bill that mandated life in prison without parole upon the third conviction for any 
offense. 
The second reform ushered in by the 1994 omnibus crime bill is known as “truth-
in-sentencing” legislation (TIS). TIS requires violent offenders to serve a majority of 
their sentence (typically 85 percent) before coming up for parole. TIS legislation was on 
the books in just ten states prior to 1994; however, the 1994 bill increased this number by 
encouraging more states to adopt TIS policies, in exchange for access to $10 billion 
dollars in “incentive grants” that provided federal funding for the construction or 
expansion of state prisons (Clear and Frost, 2014).  
 During the 1990s, the incarceration rate in the United States reached its pinnacle: 
“nearly as many people were added to America’s prisons and jails during the 1990s as 
were amassed in the country’s entire history up to that decade” (Justice Policy Institute, 
2004). The passage of the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994 
broadly, and adoption of three strikes and truth-in-sentencing legislation in particular, 
bear an inordinate amount of responsibility for this somber fact. This body of legislation 
reaffirmed the United State’s commitment to a correctional philosophy of punishment via 
incapacitation rather than rehabilitation. For example, during his presidency, the Clinton 
administration gutted educational access for incarcerated persons. The Violent Crime 
Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994 also eliminated access to Pell Grants for 
people inside and, during its reauthorization in 1998, legislators added a provision to the 
Higher Education Act that excluded people convicted of a drug-related offense from 
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qualifying for federal grants, loans, and work assistance programs to offset the cost of 
college (Clear and Frost, 2014). 
 Clinton was not finished. In 1996 he signed into law the Personal Responsibility 
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), commonly referred to as 
“welfare reform” or the “welfare to work” law. Ideologically, proponents of PRWORA 
justified it on the grounds that welfare encouraged poor people to be “dependent” on the 
state for economic assistance, thereby discouraging “wage work, and the discipline and 
self-reliance associated with it” (Block and Piven, 2013).23 In addition to being 
ineffective, proponents argued, welfare was expensive. Therefore, by reducing the 
government’s investment in programs that were counter-productive and costly, the 
Clinton administration could also justify the need for PRWORA on the premise of fiscal 
conservatism.  
PRWORA mandated substantial funding cuts to programs that provide basic 
assistance to poor people, the elderly, children, people with disabilities, and immigrants, 
and eliminated Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), a program dating back 
to the New Deal. AFDC was replaced with Temporary Assistance to Needy Families 
(TANF). TANF is administered at the state-level and imposed the following reforms: a 
five-year lifetime limit on welfare assistance; legal permanent residents entering the 
United States after 1996 are not eligible for food stamps or supplemental security 
                                                23	  In a telling example of this position, Congressman John Mica of Florida offered the following anecdote 
while testifying before Congress in 1995: “Mr. Chairman, I represent Florida, where we have many lakes 
and natural reserves. If you visit these areas, you may see a sign like this that reads, ‘Do not feed the 
alligators.’ We post these signs for several reasons. First, because if left in a natural state, alligators can 
fend for themselves. They work, gather food, and care for their young. Second, [because] unnatural feeding 
and artificial care creates dependency. When dependency sets in, these otherwise able-bodied alligators can 
no longer survive on their own…I submit to you that with our current handout, non-work welfare system, 
we have upset the natural order…We have created a system of dependency.” 
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income; and people with a felony drug conviction are permanently banned from the 
program (Block and Piven, 2013; Alexander, 2010).  
In 1996, Clinton also signed into law the Housing Opportunity Program Extension 
Act, establishing the “One Strike and You’re Out” policy in public housing, billed as the 
“toughest admission and eviction policy that HUD has [ever] implemented” (U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development [HUD], 1997). This policy empowered 
public housing authorities to conduct criminal background checks on housing applicants 
and deny access to housing to people that have a criminal record. Furthermore, under this 
policy, an “entire household can be evicted or denied housing” if a housing authority 
official “has reasonably determined that any member or guest of a household is engaging 
in illegal drug use or criminal or other activities” (HUD, 1997, p. V). In effect, this policy 
foreclosed people with a criminal record and their families from accessing low-income 
housing. 
The sweeping changes in sentencing policy and welfare reform enacted under the 
Clinton Administration “radically altered” how the government managed the 
economically disenfranchised urban poor, shifting the money away from social welfare 
programs toward the criminal justice system (Alexander, 2012). For example in 
Punishing the Poor sociologist Loic Wacquant (2009) demonstrates that in 1980 the 
federal government allocated 27.4 billion dollars for public housing and 6.9 billion 
dollars for corrections. By 1990, the budget for public housing had been reduced to 10.6 
billion dollars and the corrections budget rose to 26.1 billion (a figure that nearly doubled 
by 1995). Likewise, by 1996 the federal government spent more than double the amount 
on corrections than it did on food stamps (Alexander, 2012). Therefore, in the 1990s, “at 
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a moment when housing assistance was especially needed because of reduced economic 
support for poor families” the government spent significantly more money on jails and 
prisons than housing or food stamps (Ben-Moshe and Meiners, 2014).  
In part three, I have reviewed how state actors facilitated the expansion of the 
carceral apparatus through a series of laws, policies, and budgetary allocations that 
simultaneously expanded the scope of who and what counts as criminal, increased 
penalties for a range of offenses, imposed restrictive sentencing guidelines, and cast the 
carceral net over welfare and federal housing programs. As a result of these changes, 
there are more people locked in cages in the United States than any other country in the 
industrialized world.  
What consequences do people caught up in the ever-widening carceral net face? 
In part four, I survey the extant literature on the human cost of industrialized banishment 
and criminalization. In this section I will demonstrate that public “safety” practiced as 
racialized domestic warfare (re)produces different strata’s of society: the nominally free, 
the caged, the convicted, the policed, those with rights, and those who experience 
“racialized rightlessness” (Cacho, 2012).  
 
Part Four: The Collateral Consequences of Mass Incarceration 
 
“For many [prison] is not much different from the tenements, the shooting galleries and 
the welfare hotels they live in on the street. Sick call is no different from the clinic or the 
hospital emergency room. The fights are the same except they are less dangerous. The 
police are the same. The poverty is the same. The alienation is the same. The racism is 
the same. The sexism is the same. The drugs are the same and the system is the same.”  
- Assata Shakur  
 
 Assata Shakur, a member of the Black Liberation Army and former political 
prisoner, troubles the presumed distinction between the prison and the outside world by 
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suggesting that the prison, and its associated logics (alienation, racism, sexism, and so 
on) is not simply a closed institution, but rather a structuring field of power that shapes 
life on the inside and the outside. For many formerly incarcerated and convicted people, 
punishment is a continuum, an end in itself, rather than a means to an end. “Collateral 
consequences” speaks to this idea – the myriad ways “the system” entraps formerly 
incarcerated and convicted people – by naming the deleterious effects that prison and/or 
conviction has on people and their families, including but not limited to: diminished 
political participation; poverty; un-and under employment; health problems; social 
stigma; and the breakdown of familial and communities ties (Clear and Frost, 2014; 
Raphaell and Stoll, 2013; Petit, 2012; Wakefield and Wildeman, 2012; Prager, 2003 and 
2007; Clear, 2007; Western, 2006; Manza and Uggen, 2004; Pattillo, 2004). Below, I 
explore these consequences in greater detail. 
  In addition to the aforementioned exclusion from an array of public assistance 
programs, such as TANF, food stamps, and public housing, people with a felony record 
are often politically disenfranchised as well. As of 2010, one out of every forty adults, or 
over five million people, are ineligible to vote because of laws that restrict the voting 
rights of people with felony convictions (Uggen, Shannon, and Manza, 2012). This 
number has risen dramatically since 1976, when roughly one million people were 
disenfranchised. Each state has its own laws regarding disenfranchisement. In forty-eight 
states, including D.C., you cannot vote while you are incarcerated (Maine and Vermont 
are the only states that place no restrictions on voting). In thirty-five states you are barred 
from voting while on parole, and in thirty-one states you are also prohibited from voting 
on probation (The Sentencing Project, 2014). In three states (Florida, Iowa, Kentucky) 
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people with a felony record are permanently disenfranchised, while in eight others certain 
categories of offenses will leave you without the right to vote (The Sentencing Project, 
2014).24 
 Formerly incarcerated and convicted African Americans are disproportionately 
disenfranchised. One out of every thirteen Black people of voting age are 
disenfranchised, a rate more than four times greater than all other racial groups (Uggen, 
et al., 2012). Put differently, nearly eight percent of Black adults in the U.S. are 
disenfranchised, compared to less than two percent of the non-Black population (Uggen, 
et al., 2012, p. 2). Because rates of disenfranchisement vary state-by-state, in some places 
this disparity is even more pronounced. For example, in Florida, Kentucky, and Virginia, 
1 in 5 Black people are disenfranchised (The Sentencing Project, 2014).  
 The consequences of felony disenfranchisement were spelled out in Jeff Manza 
and Christopher Uggen’s (2006) definitive book on the topic: Locked Out: Felony 
Disenfranchisement and American Democracy. Manza and Uggen demonstrate that 
felony voting bans do impact the outcome of elections, particularly in Republican-
dominated states that have stricter regulations. All told, Manza and Uggen estimate that 
felony disenfranchisement laws affected the outcome of seven U.S. Senate elections and 
the 2000 Presidential election between George W. Bush and Al Gore.  
 Restoring full voting rights to people with felony convictions is an important 
social justice issue. People with a felony record report that losing their right to vote 
exacerbates feelings of isolation and alienation and contributes to creating and 
                                                24	  The American Civil Liberties Union has created a useful interactive map to illustrate the nuances of each 
state’s criminal re-enfranchisement laws: https://www.aclu.org/map/state-criminal-re-enfranchisement-
laws-map  
  57 
entrenching a form of second-class citizenship (The Sentencing Project, 2014). Manza 
and Uggen (2006) determined that when people with a felony record are enfranchised, 
they are less likely to be rearrested, suggesting a link between civic participation and 
lower rates of recidivism. 
 In addition to felony disenfranchisement, formerly incarcerated and convicted 
people face a number of barriers that impact their economic mobility. In a 2010 report for 
the Pew Charitable Trusts, “Collateral Costs: Incarceration’s Effect on Economic 
Mobility,” sociologists Becky Petit and Bruce Western argue that incarcerations creates 
“lasting barriers to economic progress for formerly incarcerated people, their families, 
and their children.” Incarceration impacts economic mobility because it is concentrated 
among working-age men generally and Black and Brown men in particular, removing 
one primary wage earner from the home. In one particularly striking statistic, Petit and 
Western found that Black men between the ages of 20-34, who did not graduate high 
school or obtain a GED, are more likely to be in prison (37 percent) than employed (26 
percent). Incarceration also negatively impacts peoples’ economic prospects by reducing 
an individual’s hourly wages and annual earnings over time, “depressing the total 
earnings of white males by 2 percent, Latino males by 6 percent, and Black males by 9 
percent” (Petit and Western, 2010, p. 6).  
 Devah Pager’s (2007) research supports Petit and Western’s findings. Pager 
suggests that social stigma and race inform the likelihood that a formerly incarcerated 
person will find work post-release. Pager argues that a criminal record, particularly for a 
person of color, operates as negative credential – an easy way for potential employers to 
screen out applicants with a record. Pager found that this hold true even when applicants 
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with a criminal record are equally or more qualified than applicants without a criminal 
record. The inability to find work due to the social stigma conferred to those with a 
criminal record perpetuates a racialized cycle of poverty and imprisonment, as those 
individuals denied work, must look elsewhere to make ends meet (Pager, 2007).25 To put 
this in perspective, an estimated seventy million people in the U.S., who are 
disproportionately Black or Latino/a, have a criminal record (Policy Link, 2014). Each 
year some 700,000 people are released from state prison and one year later roughly 
seventy-five percent of them will be unemployed. 
 Children also experience the effect mass incarceration has on economic mobility. 
In the United States, one out of every twenty-eight children, or over two million young 
people under the age of eighteen has an incarcerated parent. Black children experience 
familial incarceration disproportionately: one out of every nine African American 
children has an incarcerated parent, most likely a father (forty percent of all incarcerated 
parents are Black men). Given the number of children with incarcerated parents, it is not 
surprising that Petit and Western also found that “a child’s prospect of upward economic 
mobility is negatively affected by the incarceration of a parent” (p. 6).  
 Losing a family member to prison is destabilizing. Children with an incarcerated 
parent perform less well in school, experience higher rates of poverty, and are more likely 
to suffer from behavioral programs, often resulting in those children being tracked into 
the “school-to-prison pipeline” (Wildeman, Hasking, and Mueller, 2013; Wakefield and 
                                                25	  Across the country, “ban the box” campaigns attempt to address this discriminatory practice by 
encouraging local governments to adopt a policy that removes the box on employment applications asking 
whether a person has even been convicted of a crime. In Durham, the Southern Coalition for Social Justice 
led a successfully ban the box campaign. In 2012, the City of Durham removed questions about prior 
convictions from job applications (Policy Link, 2014). 
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Wildeman, 2013; Petit and Western, 2010). “Mass parental imprisonment,” sociologists 
Wakefield and Wildeman (2013) conclude, has only served to exacerbate “racial 
inequalities among children” (p. 2).  
 In sum, prison, and the collateral consequences that a felony record creates, 
produce instability, particularly in high-incarceration neighborhoods, by straining familial 
and community-level bonds that are integral to building safe neighborhoods (Clear, 2003; 
Goffman, 2014). As Gilmore (2007) attests: 
 Laws lock former prisoners out of education, employment, housing, and many 
 other stabilizing institutions of everyday life. In such inhospitable places, 
 everybody isolates. And when something disruptive, confusing, or undesierable 
 happens, people dial 911. As a result, crime goes up, along with unhappiness, and 
 those who are able to do so move away in search of a better environment, 
 concentrating unhappiness in their wake. In other words, prisons wear out places 
 by wearing out people, irrespective of whether they have done time (pp. 16-17). 
 
 Yet, prison remains the predominant solution for addressing harm and violence in 
the United States. This retributive, “punishment first” ethos has, in part, transformed the 
U.S. into what Richie (2012) calls a “prison nation,” where nearly eight million people 
are under some form of criminal justice supervision, mostly for non-violent offenses, and 
at a cost of over 200 billion dollars per year (Meiners, 2009; Bureau of Justice Statistics, 
2011). Centering our criminal justice system in our responses to harm and in our 
approach to public safety is not without consequence, insofar as our prison nation was 
constructed using the scaffolding of already existing inequalities organized around race, 
class, and gender (Gilmore, 1999). In short, mass incarceration exacerbates violence and 
generates insecurity, the very things it purports to diminish.  
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Conclusion: The Carceral State and Public Safety Practices 
  
 I opened this chapter with the death of seventeen-year-old Durham resident Jesus 
“Chuy” Huerta. Huerta was found dead from a gunshot wound to the head while 
handcuffed in the back of a police cruiser. I suggested that Huerta’s death told a story 
about public safety practices in the United States. Namely, that his death is emblematic of 
a system that equates safety with banishment, identifying a threat and removing it from 
the social body (via jail, prison, or deportation). Indeed, what I have tried to demonstrate 
throughout this chapter is how mass incarceration specifically, and law and order 
liberalism more broadly, became the definitive approach to public safety in the United 
States, reflective of a broader transformation in U.S. governance that has resulted in what 
some call a “prison nation” (Richie, 2012; Davis, 2015). 
 As I illustrated in the first half of this chapter, the astronomical rise in the U.S. 
incarceration rate, contrary to popular belief, is not a response to an increase in crime and 
general disorder. Rather, mass incarceration is a political strategy adopted by state actors 
to resolve interrelated social and economic crises. On the one hand, building prisons, and 
then adopting punitive laws and repressive policing practices to fill them up, was a means 
for the state to renovate “its welfare-warfare capacities into something different by 
molding surplus finance, capital, land, and labor into the [carceral] state” (Gilmore, 2007, 
p. 85). On the other hand, jails, prisons, and detention centers serve as institutions of 
social control to contain and manage those hit hardest by the “racialized and classed 
displacements” (Rodriguez, 2006) wrought by neoliberalism: people of color, the poor, 
the mentally ill, the undocumented, the young, the trans and gender non-conforming. 
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 This chapter also reviewed the dire consequences for those swept up in the 
carceral net: premature death, dehumanization, civic death, “racialized rightlessness” 
(Cacho, 2012), endemic poverty, and fractured community and familial ties. This is the 
result of public safety practices (i.e. banishment, criminalization, and policing) and 
campaigns (i.e. the War on Crime, the War on Drugs, the War on Poverty) that are 
structured materially and ideologically by racialized domestic warfare.  
 In chapter three, “Theorizing Safety Under Conditions of Domestic Warfare,” I 
consider in greater detail this conceptualization of public safety as racialized domestic 
warfare. I unpack the biopolitics of state protection and contradictions of racial liberalism 
that produce fundamentally anti-Black public safety practices to strengthen my claim that 
the criminal punishment system, and therefore state-sanctioned public safety strategies, is 
irredeemable. Next, I reintroduce abolition and the theory of transformative justice to 
offer a counter-practice of safety that does not rely on banishment, criminalization, or 
policing. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
‘BODIES THAT MAGNETIZE BULLETS’: THEORIZING RACE AND SAFETY 
 
 
“As some seek safety and security under racially gendered state and corporate power, 
what quotidian deaths will make such shelter possible?”  
- Stephen Dillion 
 
“Some problems we share as women and some we do not. You [white women] fear your 
children will grow up to join the patriarchy and testify against you; we [women of color] 
fear our children will be dragged from a car and shot down in the street, and you will turn 
your backs on the reasons they are dying.”  
- Audre Lorde 
 
 
 One month after the death of Jesus “Chuy” Huerta, a diverse group of over two 
hundred people gathered at CCB plaza, a public square in downtown Durham, to hold a 
vigil to mark the anniversary of Huerta’s death and to march through the streets to protest 
against police violence.  Before the march began, different people took turns animating 
the crowd with familiar protest chants: “No justice, no Peace!” “What do we want? 
Justice! When do we want it? Now!” The energy of the crowd was kinetic; it was 
animated by a rhythm of attentive silence as Huerta’s family members took the bullhorn 
to express their grief and then punctuated by righteous anger as Huerta’s friends’ 
reminded us of the stakes: “The police kill us youth of color, us young people, because 
they are afraid of us! They are afraid of things we think and the things we know!”  
 By my estimate, we were surrounded by at least seventy-five police officers. 
There were officers stationed at each exit of the plaza, either on foot or bike. I also noted 
officers positioned on the rooftops of several buildings that look down on the plaza. The 
police helicopter was buzzing overhead and a gang of officers on motorcycles 
methodically circled the plaza. About an hour later, around eight o’clock, the march took 
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off, headed for the Durham Police Department (DPD) headquarters, the site of Huerta’s 
death. His family wished to place a memorial to Jesus in the parking lot where he was 
killed.  
 We spilled onto the streets, on foot, on bikes, on skateboards to make the mile 
march to DPD headquarters. Many carried candles and flowers to place the memorial. 
Others held protest signs demanding “justice for Chuy!” As we marched, we called 
Huerta’s spirit into the moment, chanting “Jesus Huerta, presente, presente!” As soon as 
we arrived at the police station, Huerta’s family members and close friends began 
constructing a makeshift memorial that featured a picture of Jesus, candles, flowers, and 
mementos. Roughly twenty minutes later, police officers dressed in full riot gear emerged 
from around the corner. In a military-style formation three lines deep, the officers ordered 
us to leave or risk arrest, citing our “illegal occupation of private property.” 
 Responses to this unanticipated show of force varied. Many people were outraged 
and confronted the riot police, shouting, “We will not be moved!” and “Murderers!” 
Others moved to form a protective barrier around the folks building the memorial. While 
some folks frantically attempted to mediate between the riot police and the more zealous 
protestors to deescalate what felt like an impending physical confrontation. As soon as 
the memorial was complete we decided to keep marching rather risk arrest at the station. 
 We took a different route back to CCB plaza, hoping to make ourselves visible to 
as many bystanders in the city as possible. Collectively our energy was resolute despite 
DPD’s obvious attempts to intimidate us. At several points, we stopped turned to the 
officers “escorting” us and chanted, “Who do you serve? Who do you protect?” Within 
thirty minutes we had made our way back to the plaza, at which point the crowd thinned 
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considerably, about one hundred people or so remained. Chuy’s sister Evelin took the 
bullhorn and thanked everyone for coming out to support her and her family.  
 A local organizer, R. took the bullhorn from Evelin to close out the march with a 
call and response. “Do the police keep us safe?” R. asked. “No” we called back. “Can we 
take care of one another?” “Yes!” We exclaimed. It was at the conclusion of this 
collective affirmation of mutuality and care that the riot cops moved in on us suddenly. 
They wielded batons, destroying a sixty-foot banner that read “Jesus Huerta Murdered by 
Police/Fue Matado por la Policia” and knocking people’s signs out of their hands. They 
fired several green smoke grenades into the crowd, shouting that our gathering, in a 
public square, was “unlawful.” 
 We retreated from the square and those of that remained, regrouped across the 
street. Reinvigorated by the aggressive posturing of the riot police, we decided to march 
toward Main Street. As we rounded the corner, now about sixty strong, including several 
children, the police force fired teargas canisters in our direction. The gas immediately left 
us disoriented, as it grated our throats making it difficult to breathe, and scalded our eyes, 
obscuring our vision. The officers began arresting anyone they could reach; those of us 
who could escape did so.  
 Several of us ran into a local bar in search of relief. Between glasses of water and 
deep breaths, several people tried to make sense of what was happening. My friend V. 
asked, “What do you [police officers] have to be like to do this to people?” V. paused and 
then answered his own question, “Dehumanizers. Dehumanized.” Someone else sighed 
and said, “I just don’t understand how you could be down here tonight and still believe in 
non-violence. We were non-violent tonight and look what happened.” M., another friend, 
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who was still reeling from the teargas replied, “You can’t. Those tactics aren’t enough. 
Isn’t it obvious this is war? They [the police] just fucking teargased us at a protest about 
police violence!” 
 I chose to open with this extended ethnographic reflection, because it encapsulates 
key relationships, dynamics, and questions I address in this chapter. First, as a gathering 
against police violence, our protest called attention to the unevenness of public safety 
practices in the United States. For example, the protest mantra “Who do you serve? Who 
do you protect?” articulates an important and collective insight regarding the relationship 
between race, rights, and state protection.26 Throughout this chapter, I argue that 
contemporary public safety practices in the U.S. are intertwined with notions of property, 
rights, and personhood, concepts that themselves informed by the logics of white 
supremacy, anti-Blackness, and racial capitalism. In other words, I suggest that if the 
state is a “site of violence” rather than its resolution (Hong, 2006), it follows that (1) the 
“safety” of state protection is not extended universally, but operates differentially and 
relationally based on racialized, classed, and gendered subject formations; and (2) that 
state-organized public safety strategies, practices, and programs are a biopolitical project 
that will always serve to revalorize the state by naturalizing responses to harm that rely 
on banishment, criminalization, law enforcement, and the criminal legal system, and by 
allowing the state to (re)claim its monopoly on the legitimate use of force. 
 In the first section of this chapter, I examine how “unequal relations of rule” 
(Melamed, 2011) were secured under liberalism, a political ideology that claims liberty, 
                                                
26 By “state protection” I am referring to the state’s contractual agreement to provide subjects with security 
against threats to their property or person, and to provide redress for those who have been harmed by acts 
of violence.  
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freedom, and justice as core values. In order to historicize the present moment, I unpack 
how the invention of racial hierarchies makes it possible for some groups to be “ineligible 
for personhood” (Cacho, 2012) and thus more likely to be killed by the state than 
protected by it. I connect the historical underpinnings of race, personhood, and state 
protection to contemporary public safety practices such as racial profiling and police 
violence, again, in an effort to determine why such practices lead to the death of people 
like Jesus “Chuy” Huerta. 
 Second, the DPD’s military-style response to our vigil and protest is indicative of 
what public safety practices, and resistance to those practices, look like under conditions 
of “domestic warfare” (Rodriguez, 2007; Roberts, 2007). While the violent response to 
our protest by the Durham police illustrates the coercive arm of state protection, 
understanding the meaning of public safety under conditions of domestic warfare 
necessitates a consideration of how the state manages to justify the killing of some groups 
of people in an era of neoliberal multiculturalism, through coercion and consent. What, in 
other words, does it mean to be “at war” in a racial democracy? How can we make sense 
of the fact that a majority of Durham residents “feel safe” in the city and sustain a “high 
degree of confidence” in the Durham Police Department while young Black and Brown 
people are racially profiled, abused, and killed by the very same department?     
 In the second section of this chapter, I examine how the advent of neoliberalism 
and official state anti-racism necessitated a shift in how the state justified the unevenness 
of state protection. I employ Foucault’s theorization of biopower to think through how 
public safety is conceptualized and practiced through racially gendered state power 
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(Dillion, 2011). Here, I also consider the consequences of a collective investment in the 
state’s “mirages of safety and inclusion” (Agathangelou, Bassichis, and Spira, 2008).  
 The final reason I opened with an extended ethnographic reflection is to illustrate 
the radically different conceptualization and practice of safety that R. articulated as he 
brought the protest to a close. R. simply asked the crowd, “can we take care of 
ourselves?” And was met by a resounding “yes!” This “yes” reverberated off the batons, 
shields, and body armor of the riot police who chose in that moment to declare our 
presence in a public square “illegal” and to attack us. The timing of their incursion was 
not lost on many of us. Playwright David Mamet writes, “Policemen [sic] so cherish their 
status as keepers of the peace and protectors of the public that they have occasionally 
been known to beat to death those [people] or groups who question that status.” We had 
just publically vocalized a collective incitement that suggested that the police are 
unnecessary, thereby opening up different possibilities for practicing safety, justice, and 
freedom.  
 In the final section of this chapter, I reintroduce the reader to transformative 
justice (TJ), an alternative theory of justice that reworks the meaning of safety by 
rejecting the state’s “terms of engagement” (Rodriguez, 2007). In the place of public 
safety practiced as racialized domestic warfare, transformative justice centers abolition 
and seeks to eradicate the conditions that allow violence to flourish in the first place. The 
goal of TJ is to develop liberatory responses to violence that do not rely on banishment, 
family disintegration, retribution, or punishment (Generation FIVE, 2007). In this 
section, I synthesize the major tenets of TJ, discuss why TJ rejects a “politics of allyship” 
with the state, and summarize how I apply TJ in my work.  
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Liberalism’s Contradictions: Race, Personhood, and State Protection 
 The officer responsible for Chuy Huerta’s arrest, and arguably his death, Samuel 
Duncan, was cleared of any wrongdoing in the case (Sorg, 2014). The fact that officer 
Duncan was absolved of any crime related to Huerta’s death is in line with national 
trends. Law enforcement officers are rarely held legally accountable for acts of violence 
they commit.27 This holds true even when there is video evidence demonstrating that the 
officer in question was not under threat, but in fact was the aggressor, as was the case in 
the death of Eric Garner (Democracy Now, 2014). This hold true even when the internal 
affairs investigation concludes that officers mistook a wallet for a gun, as was the case in 
the death of Amadou Diallo (Starr, 2014). This hold true even when police officers kill a 
seven-year-old child during a botched drug raid, as was the case in the death of Aiyana 
Stanley-Jones (Abbey-Lambertz, 2015). 
 The fact that police officers can kill with impunity and that those they kill are 
predominately low-income Black and Brown people, is evidence of a deeply rooted 
historical relationship between race, personhood, and eligibility for state protection. In 
other words, to understand why Chuy Huerta death, and the deaths of so many others at 
the hands of the police, is not murder, we have to examine how racial capitalism, white 
supremacy, and anti-Blackness informed the construction of racial hierarchies that 
construe non-white bodies as killable and white bodies as entitled to hyper-life and state 
protection (Rodriguez, 2007b).  
                                                27	  For example, between 2004-2011 the Federal Bureau of Investigation reported that police officers 
committed 2,718 “justified homicides” (though many suggest this is an incomplete count because there are 
no mandated guidelines for collecting data on officer-involved shootings). However, only forty-one police 
officers were charged with murder or manslaughter for on duty shootings over the same seven-year time 
period (Elison and Palazzolo, 2014). In the rare cases where officers are indicted, they are often acquitted 
(see for example the case of Ayiana Stanley-Jones, Amadou Diallo, or Sean Bell) 
  69 
 Liberalism is the dominant political ideology in the United States. Political 
theorist Carol Horton (2005) defines what she calls “American liberalism” as a 
“framework for the fundamentals of political life that prioritizes the value of individual 
rights and liberties, limited and representational government, private property and free 
markets, and constitutionalism and the rule of law” (p. 5). Liberalism is premised on a 
particular form of subjectivity, what political theorist C.B. Macpherson has famously 
termed “possessive individualism.” Macpherson was referring to influential English 
philosopher John Locke’s (2002) formative conceptualization of individualism: “every 
man has a property in his own person” Locke argued, that nobody else has “any right to.”  
 The notion that “every man” had the right to self-possession was not universal, 
despite the grandiose claims made in the Constitution or Declaration of Independence. 
Indeed, W.E.B. Du Bois (1994) argues, the “great and primary question” in the minds of 
the men who owned slaves and drafted the Constitution, a document premised on the 
universal right of freedom and equality, was “how would property and privilege be 
protected” (p. 13)?  
The answer in short, was through the invention of whiteness. Whiteness was 
established through a cross-class alliance between the elite English planters and their 
counterparts, poor indentured servants. In short, indentured servants exchanged their 
power as laborers, and co-conspirators in rebellion, for the “public and psychological 
wages” of whiteness (Du Bois, 1994): Political theorist Joel Olson (2011) explains how 
the cross-class alliance was formed: 
 The planters gave the English poor certain rights and privileges denied to all 
 persons of African and Native American descent: the right to never be enslaved, 
 to free  speech and assembly, to move about without a pass, to marry without 
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 upper-class permission, to change jobs, to acquire property, and to bear arms. In 
 exchange, the English poor agreed to respect the property of the rich, help them 
 seize indigenous lands, and enforce slavery. 
 
 As Olson points out, historically allegiance to whiteness was cultivated through 
laws that defined “the legal status of a person” based on racial identity and through legal 
entitlements that were reserved for white people only. Critical race theorist Cheryl Harris 
(1995) argues that whiteness in the U.S. functions as a form of property that generates a 
“possessive investment” (Lipsitz, 1998) in its ideological and material reproduction. 
Slavery necessitated this social relation (whiteness as property) insofar as “the system 
was contingent on and conflated with racial identity…Whiteness was the characteristic, 
the attribute, the property of free human beings” (Harris, 1995, p. 279). Whiteness is best 
understood then, as a social relation constituted through an allegiance to the cross-class 
alliance and through anti-Black violence, in particular, though not exclusively (Ingnatiev, 
1996; Martinot, 2003; Olson, 2004).28 
 The creation of race and acts of racialization sort human beings “along a pregiven 
scale of value”; however, what enables race to be such a successful tactic of governance 
is that “race” appears to be “a normative system that merely sorts human beings 
according to categories of difference” (Melamed, 2011, p. 11). Racialization, Melamed 
(2011) continues, creates “specific historical constructions of personhood” that operate to 
“ensure a baseline for social possibility and legitimate violence” (p. 12). The state vested 
upon whiteness the value of personhood and therefore eligibility for state protection, 
                                                
28 For example, ethnic groups, like the Irish, became white James Baldwin argues, “by slaughtering the 
cattle, poisoning the wells, torching the houses, massacring Native Americans, and raping Black women” 
(qtd in Olson, 2004, p. xviii).  
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whereas the act of racializing others as non-white foreclosed those individuals from the 
“subject position of the possessive individual” (Hong, 2006; Harris, 1993; Smith, 2006). 
 As property and the objects of genocide then, slaves and Indigenous peoples fell 
“outside the protective assumptions of the state” (Richie, 2012). Historically, being 
“ineligible for personhood” (Cacho, 2012) meant that the right of white people to enact 
violence against slaves and Indigenous peoples was in fact mandated and protected by 
the state. For example, in “Racial profiling and Societies of Control,” Ethnic Studies 
scholar Jared Sexton (2007) maps the continuity between antebellum slave codes, anti-
Blackness, and the contemporary police practice of racial profiling, that is, Sexton argues, 
“operative” for Black people “anywhere and anytime.”  
 The slave codes (which prefigured the passage of the Black codes post-
Emancipation) established laws that governed the conduct of slaves in the Southern 
states. Slave owners, who lived in fear of an uprising, thought they could suppress revolt 
on their plantations by controlling the movements and activities of slaves. Though the 
codes varied somewhat from state to state, generally speaking, slaves were forbidden 
from leaving the plantation without permission, from possessing weapons, from striking a 
white person, from self-defense against white violence, and lastly, slaves had no right to 
privacy or personal property, their living quarters and their goods were subject to routine 
search and seizure without consent (Williams, 2004).  
 In order to enforce the slave codes, most states formed slave patrols. In effect, 
slave patrols were loosely organized militias comprised of white men who patrolled a 
given area, looking for runaways, checking slaves for passes granting them “permission” 
to be off the plantation, and conducting arbitrary raids of slave quarters (Williams, 2004). 
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However, slave patrols were arguably somewhat of a redundancy given that the slave 
codes included a provision mandating that all white people participate in their 
enforcement (Williams, 2004).  In effect then, the slave codes deputized the entire white 
population to act as slave patrollers, regardless of whether they owned slaves or served 
on a local militia (Williams, 2004).  
 The social institution of policing is undeniably ensnared in slavery (Kappeler, 
2014; Williams, 2004; Bass, 2001). Slave patrols were a precursor to “modern American 
law enforcement” insofar as the patrols were a legally sanctioned law enforcement 
system that existed for the “express purpose of controlling the slave population and 
protecting the interests of slave owners” (Turner, Giacopassi, and Vandiver, 2006, p. 
186). In a recent report “American Police Crimes against African Women and Women of 
Color,” prepared for the United Nations Human Rights Commission, Noel and Perlow 
(2014) argue that the state sanctioned violence of slave patrols “quickly became a 
socially accepted standard for interactions between the police and many communities of 
color” (p. 1).  
 Given this history, Sexton suggests that to sincerely understand why Black 
people, regardless of class status, are subject to police violence, including racial profiling, 
in the contemporary era, the “proper object of investigation” is not Black peoples’ 
relationship to criminal law, but rather, their relationship to the antebellum slave code. 
Sexton (2007) clarifies: 
 The ethos of slavery – in other words, the lasting ideological and affective matrix 
 of the white supremacist project – admits no legitimate black self-defense, 
 recognizes no legitimate assertions of black self-possession, privacy, or 
 autonomy…Structural vulnerability to appropriation, perpetual and involuntary 
 openness, including all wanton uses of the body…should be understood as the 
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 paradigmatic conditions of black existence in the Americas, the defining 
 characteristics of New World antiblackness. In short, the black, whether slave or 
 ‘free,’ lives under the commandment of whites (pp. 201-202). 
  
 Through his argument, Sexton makes visible the historical relationship between 
white supremacy, state protection and anti-Blackness.29 Moreover, Sexton’s analysis 
enables us to understand why contemporary efforts to remedy racial profiling through the 
law or through departmental reforms (i.e. “diversity training”) will fail, namely because 
racial profiling is “entirely legal” on two accounts. First, Fourth Amendment protections 
have been thoroughly watered down through Supreme Court rulings that favored the 
actions of the police, who “operate as the unaccountable arbiters of lethal violence” and 
misconduct (Sexton, 2007, p. 198).30 And second, under the slave codes, slaves were not 
only subject to arbitrary search and seizure as a legally mandated practice, but 
ontologically, as property, they themselves “were already searched and seized” (Sexton, 
2007, p. 201). Therefore, Sexton argues, it is structurally impossible to defend Black 
people against racial profiling by invoking Fourth Amendment protections, insofar as the 
white supremacist project forecloses the possibility of recognizing Black self-possession. 
 Contemporary public safety practices like criminalization and policing that 
disproportionately target low-income people of color, what historian Sadiyia Hartman 
might call “the afterlife of slavery,” also reflect the ways in which sexual violence was 
                                                29	  Sexton clearly acknowledges in his essay that other non-white racial groups experience racial profiling 
and state violence; however, he wants to draw the reader’s attention to the specificity of anti-Blackness as a 
structuring force of white supremacy, and to anti-Black violence as “primary and foundational to Black 
subjection.” “Organized, systemic racial violence against Black people,” Sexton (2007) continues, “is not 
reactive or strategic…it is the opening gesture of Western modernity as such, the demarcation of its most 
fundamental boundary” (p. 198). 30	  The restructuring of police departments into proactive forces, concerned with managing risk and 
controlling “dangerous populations,” has had a significant impact on police tactics; the new game 
warranted new rules, and law enforcement institutions had to develop methods that could prevent crime, 
rather then merely react to crime (Feeley and Simon, 1992). Racial profiling, under a proactive policing 
paradigm, emerges as a rational, if not efficient, strategy. 
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integral to white supremacy and racial capitalism (Davis, 1983; Smith, 2006). “The right 
claimed by slave owners and their agents over the bodies of female slaves,” Angela Davis 
(1983) writes, “was a direct expression of their presumed property rights over Black 
people as a whole (p. 175). Slave owners and slave patrollers could rape female slaves 
with impunity, because under the law property could not be “raped,” but merely 
“trespassed” (Noel and Perlow, 2014).  
 However, as Hartman (1997) argues, when female slaves fought back, sometimes 
killing their slave owners in self-defense, the law performed a sleight of hand. In these 
cases, the legal system selectively recognized slave humanity in order to hold female 
slaves accountable for the crime of assault or murder. In doing so, the legal system 
“acknowledged the intentionality and agency of the slave, but only as it assumed the form 
of criminality (Hartman, 1997, p. 80; emphasis added). This “stipulation of agency as 
criminality,” Hartman concludes, “served to identify personhood with punishment" (p. 
80).  
 The historic devaluing of Black women’s bodies and the selective recognition of 
their personhood only when it “assumed the form of criminality,” is intimately connected 
to the contemporary vulnerability of women of color to police violence.31 Noel and 
Perlow (2014) explain:  
                                                31	  In the past fifteen years, twenty percent of unarmed Black people killed by the police are women (Gross, 
2015). Acts of sexual violence committed by law enforcement officers is arguably commonplace, though 
no data is collected on victims of police sexual abuse (Yoder, 2013). One study attempted to track the 
number of police sexual assault misconduct cases that were reported in the news during 2010. 618 
complaints were filed and reported on that year (Yoder, 2013). Low income women of color and sex 
workers are particularly vulnerable to sexual assault by police officers who select victims they assume are 
unlikely to be seen as “rapeable.” For example, former Oklahoma City Police Officer Daniel Holtzclaw has 
been charged with the rape and assault of thirteen Black women while on duty. While Holtzclaw’s 
horrifying abuse made national news, much of the police violence directed at women of color fails to 
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 Poor women of color are disproportionately targeted for police violence and 
 harassment, especially with regard to stigmatized populations such as sex 
 workers and transgender women of color. The rape myth of the “unchaste” 
 nature of women of color is an image that has been internalized by many 
 criminal justice officials, from the police to judges where they are still seen as 
 “unrapeable.” Thus, it is important to emphasize how the bodies of women 
 of color, especially those of African women, are seen as hyper-disposable while 
 Anglo femininity is reified (p. 3). 
 
Noel and Perlow’s insight allows us to think through the ways that the “safety” of state 
protection operates relationally to perpetuate white supremacy and heteropatriarchy: 
white women are constructed as virtuous, innocent, and in need of protection, but in 
exchange for relative state protection they become “junior partners” (Wilderson, 2003) in 
anti-Blackness and complicit in their own oppression as women (Davis, 1983; Lorde, 
1984). 
In this section, I have demonstrated that state protection is far from a universally 
shared right; rather, the invention of race in the late 1660s enabled the elite planter class 
to secure and rationalize unequal relations of rule and in doing so, legitimate their efforts 
to facilitate the accumulation of capital, protect private property, and extend state 
protection solely to propertied men (Olson, 2006). Eligibility for state protection then, is 
premised on an inherently violent, white supremacist project that has “three pillars”: 
slavery/capitalism, genocide/colonialism, and orientalism/war (Smith, 2006). Each of 
these pillars name both a system for material accumulation and an apparatus that 
produces gendered and racialized subjectivities that are structured by a non-analogous, 
but mutually reinforcing logic: Black people as “inherently slaveable,” Indigenous people 
                                                                                                                                            
garner much attention. “Silence, motivated by sexism and patriarchy [and racism], writes African American 
Studies scholar Kali Gross (2015), “is holding the fight for justice back.” 
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as vanishing, and people of Asian or Middle Eastern descent as “permanent” foreign 
threats (Smith, 2006).  
 Historicizing the relationship between state protection, race, and personhood 
allows us to (re)evaluate public safety broadly and the epidemic of police more 
specifically with greater clarity. In the United States, the police are “the avant-garde of 
white supremacy” insofar as they reproduce the conditions through which white life 
coheres via Black death (Martinot and Sexton, 2003). Whiteness, Wilderson (2003) 
explains, is “a social formation” constructed through “an asignifying absence”: because 
my body does not magnetize bullets, I am white.  
 Through repetition then, police violence reproduces “the inside/outside, the civil 
society/Black world,” Martinot and Sexton (2003) continue, creating an ontological 
distinction “between those whose human being is put permanently in question and for 
those for whom it goes without saying” (p. 8). In this context, the deaths of Jesus “Chuy” 
Huerta, Michael Brown, Rekia Boyd, and thousands of other poor people, people of 
color, people with mental illness, trans and gender non-conforming folks at the hands of 
the police, are not the result of single officers gone rogue, but rather the inevitable 
outcome of an institution premised on anti-Black violence.32  
 The rise of the neoliberal carceral state, detailed in the first chapter, reworks 
public safety as a biopolitical project, extending “life enhancing” measures to worthy 
                                                32	  In a recent radio interview, philosopher Frank Wilderson (2015) made the following remark: “I don’t 
hate police violence, I hate the police.” Similarly, Ethnic Studies scholar Dylan Rodriguez (2012) argues 
that police brutality is a “vastly misused term.” Ostensibly, Rodriguez points out, the rhetoric of “police 
brutality” signals “a sharp criticism of state power that has presumably violated its own self-defined laws 
and regulations, [however] it is often used to refer to violence police practices that are utterly, ritually 
sanctioned by law” (pp. 305-306; emphasis in original). What Wilderson and Rodriguez call our attention 
to is the utter unredeemability of law enforcement as a whole, and the ways in which our language 
frequently obscures the point that the police are violence. 
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neoliberal subjects, while letting other groups of people die (Foucault, 2003).  In the next 
section, I examine how racialization and racism in a “post-racial” present, “coheres with 
the flexibility and needs” of neoliberal governance (Melamed, 2011). I demonstrate how 
the criminal punishment system is integral to the state’s efforts to reconsolidate power 
under neoliberalism. 
‘Your Calm is Built on Our Terror’: Neoliberalism, Biopolitics, and Public Safety 
 Michel Foucault’s theorization of biopower helps make sense of the ways in 
which racism and racialization continue to remain integral to the project of governing, 
and particularly in securing unequal relations of rule in the modern era. Foucault (2003) 
argues that in the 19th century a new technology of power, what he terms “biopower,” 
emerges as complimentary, but non-analogous to, disciplinary power. Unlike disciplinary 
power, which targets the body itself, biopower works at the level of the population. 
Biopower is concerned with things like birth rates, mortality rates, public health and 
safety, security, the environment, and so forth. In order to “know” the population, the 
state has to develop and introduce new “regulatory mechanisms,” such as “forecasts” and 
“statistical estimates” that in turn, enable the state to control and regulate the population 
“so as to optimize a state of life” (Foucault, 2003, p. 246). The primary objective of 
biopower then, is “to improve life [and] to prolong its duration.” 
 Under these conditions, how “is it possible for a political power to kill, to call for 
deaths”? Racism, Foucault argues is the “indispensible precondition” that “allows 
someone to be killed, that allows others to be killed” (p. 256) and as such, is integral to 
the operation of biopower. Racism becomes inscribed in the mechanisms of the state and 
creates “a break in the domain of life” between “what must live and what must die”; first 
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through fragmentation – separating people into groups that can then be assigned value 
(i.e. good, inferior, etc.); and second, by conflating race with biology. This allows racism 
to obscure what is essentially a relationship of war (in order for me to live, you must die) 
and present it instead as a biological relationship wherein the death of the “inferior race” 
understandably makes life healthier and more “pure” (Foucault, 2003).  
 Geographer and abolitionist Ruth Wilson Gilmore (2007) extends Foucault’s 
analysis to define racism as “the state sanctioned or extra-legal production of group 
differentiated vulnerability to premature death” (p. 28). Indeed, Foucault argues that 
racism has a “death function” that results in physical death, but also produces indirect 
forms of civil and/or social death. Racism then, “is a practice of abstraction, a death-
dealing displacement of difference…insofar as particular kinds of bodies, one-by-one, are 
materially (if not always visibly) configured by racism into a hierarchy of human and 
inhuman persons” (Gilmore, 2004, p. 16). 
 Foucault and Gilmore’s conceptualizations of racism are useful on two accounts. 
First, they remind us that the primary function of racism has always been to normalize 
and justify “the murderous function of the state” (Foucault, 2003, p. 256) and to make the 
structural inequality endemic to racial capitalism “appear fair” (Melamed, 2011). Second, 
by not conflating racism with phenotype, both formulations recognize the inherent 
flexibility of a racial order “that is always on the move, precipitating out of the material 
circumstances it rationalizes (i.e. makes available for reason and portrays as necessary)” 
(Melamed, 2011, p. 13). 
 Foucault’s argument that racism adopts the structure of war is also important here 
particularly as we recall the scene I described at the beginning of this chapter and 
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consider how public safety materializes as domestic warfare. To reiterate, Ethnic Studies 
scholar Dylan Rodriguez (2007) argues that one of primary ways the white supremacist 
state makes itself “comprehensible, intelligible, and materially identifiable to ordinary 
people” is through the ideological and material practices of “domestic warfare” (p. 13). 
State actors, often in tandem with corporate media, tell stories that, through “repetition 
and saturation” build a popular or “common sense” allegiance to state practices like 
police violence, the hyper-criminalization of poor people of color, economic inequality, 
and so forth (Rodriguez, 2007). 
 Though the language of “domestic warfare” certainly evokes images of violent 
state repression, it should also signal the ways in which the state solicits consent for 
public safety practices by, for example, appealing to the ways in which “safety” traffics 
as an affective desire (Jackson and Meiners, 2012). In his article “Counterinsurgency and 
Community Policing,” Kristian Williams (2011) argues that state repression occurs 
overtly, in response to crisis (i.e. political challenges), and operates insidiously “in the 
course of the normal operations of the liberal state” (p. 83). Repression in liberal 
democracies requires both coercion (force) and concession (cultivated via ideological and 
material means): “employing violence and building support, weeding opposition and 
seeding legitimacy. That is the basis of the counterinsurgency approach,” Williams 
explains (p. 82).  
 To generate consent for a range of what are in effect harmful public safety 
strategies, state actors manipulate “safety” as a form of currency within what 
Agathangelou et al., (2008) term “affective economies.” Affective economies name the 
multiple ways in which the state seduces people to consent to (and sometimes participate 
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in) state violence by cultivating emotional attachments to the “project of empire.” These 
“good feelings” are typically fostered through ostensible “victories,” like the expansion 
of federal hate crimes coverage to include LGTBQ people or, requiring police officers to 
wear body cameras. However, as Aganthangelou et al., (2008) argue, inviting some 
groups of people into “the folds” of the state is in fact a strategy of incorporation that 
allows the state to (re)consolidate itself and sanitize the more radical claims made by 
formerly excluded groups, in exchange for the “nonpromise” of safety, protection, and 
legal rights. 
 For example, in Safe Space: Gay Neighborhood History and the Politics of 
Violence, Christina Hanhardt (2013) examines the LGB struggle to stop state and 
extralegal violence against queer people. The politics of visibility were central to the 
LGB anti-violence movement and the creation of “safe spaces” for LGB people was 
typically realized through the establishment of gay neighborhood enclaves. Since the 
1970s, Hanhardt (2013) argues, mainstream LGB activists relied primarily on two 
solutions to address violence: “the establishment of protected gay territories and the 
identification of anti-LGB violence as a designated criminal category” (p. 14). These 
strategies, Hanhardt continues, map onto “two of global capital’s own ‘spatial fixes’: 
gentrification and mass imprisonment” (p. 14).  
 For instance, quality of life policing, and other public safety initiatives, were 
integral to LGB efforts to establish “safe neighborhoods” in New York City. Quality of 
life policing is an iteration of one of the most influential law enforcement philosophies of 
the twentieth century – Wilson and Kelling’s (1982) “broken windows” theory. Wilson 
and Kelling argued that minor indications of “disorder” in a neighborhood, such as 
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graffiti, panhandling, or littering suggests a lack of social control and thereby “invites” 
violent crime. Under these circumstances, the police “must engage in order maintenance 
and make proactive arrests” to protect people and reestablish control over a given area 
(Office of Juvenile Justice & Delinquency Prevention, 2013).  
 However, because the “presence and actions of women and trans people of color, 
and particularly youth, sex workers, and homeless people, are always likely to be deemed 
'disorderly,'” quality of life policing “allows communities whose very existence is 
tenuous to be disenfranchised and brutalized at even greater levels” (The Audre Lorde 
Project, 2008). 33 The mainstream Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual (LGB) movement turned to 
the state for protection from violence, imagining that safety “would come through 
neighborhood-based crime control strategies,” but in doing so, Hanhardt (2013) 
concludes, “the target of [gay neighborhood residents’] protection efforts would be the 
very people who face the kinds of interpersonal, state-sponsored, and structural violence 
that the LGBT movement had been founded to fight” (p. 184). Therefore, because 
appeals for state protection always demand the identification of “an other” or internal 
enemy from whom one needs shelter, mainstream LGBT activists’ fractured possible 
solidarities with other queer people who were disproportionately targeted by the 
increased law enforcement presence in gay neighborhoods.  
 The criminal justice system is absolutely integral the processes of neoliberal 
entrapment described above. As several scholars have noted, the criminal justice system 
plays such a central role in the neoliberal project because it does the ideological and 
material “heavy lifting” necessary to resolve the contradictions of racial capitalism in the 
                                                33	  This statement is available online at: http://www.incite-
national.org/sites/default/files/incite_files/resource_docs/3316_toolkitrev-qualitylife.pdf	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contemporary moment (Gilmore, 2007; Wacquant, 2009; Alexander, 2010; Melamed, 
2011; Spade, 2011; Cacho, 2012). For example, in her important book Represent and 
Destroy: Rationalizing Violence in the New Racial Capitalism, Jodi Melamed (2011), 
describes how the state engineered new “categories of privilege and stigma” that were 
ostensibly “race neutral”: 
  [They] are unevenly detached from phenotype, so that traditionally recognized 
 racial identities – Black, Asian, white, Arab – now occupy both sides of the 
 privilege/stigma divide which itself is always on the move, precipitating of 
 the material circumstances it rationalizes. Importantly, for official anti-racisms, 
 racialization procedures also confer privilege or stigma in accord with limited 
 repertoires of anti-racist value, so that during various phases ‘white liberal,’ 
 ‘multicultural American,’ and ‘global citizen’ emerge as privileged racial 
 subjects, while those without value within the circuits of racialized global 
 capitalism are disqualified as ‘unpatriotic,’ ‘damaged,’ ‘criminal,’ or ‘illegal’ 
 (pp. 4-5). 
  
 In Social Death: Racialized Rightlessness and the Criminalization of the 
Unprotected, Ethnic Studies scholar Lisa Marie Cacho (2012) extends Melamed’s 
argument by examining how criminalization operates to reify racialized narratives of 
social value, and in doing so, rationalize “the contradictions that ensue when according 
unequal access to legal universality” (p. 8). For example, the creation of “status crimes” 
(i.e. terrorist, gang member, illegal alien) criminalizes already aggrieved groups and sorts 
them into “different racialized binaries and value hierarchies that overlap and 
intersect…in a way that hides, disguises, and displaces” racism (Cacho, 2012, p. 13; 
emphasis in original). In doing so, Cacho argues, the state makes it impossible for 
members of these groups to “recuperate social value,” to become legible in other words, 
without devaluing another racial group. 
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 Critiques leveled against the contemporary immigrant rights movements are 
instructive here. To counter the calls to deport and further criminalize unauthorized 
migrants living and working in the United States, immigrant rights groups often frame 
their struggle around slogans such as  “no one is illegal” and by describing undocumented 
migrants as “hardworking,” “deserving,” and “law abiding.” Tamara Nopper (2011) 
argues that these moral claims constitute “wages of non-Blackness,” insofar as attempts 
to incorporate unauthorized migrants into the state are made legible through moralizing 
discourses of labor that ultimately position migrants as similar to white workers.  
 To be clear, Nopper is not suggesting that migrants share “the exact same 
treatment as whites,” but rather, that to access the psychological wages of whiteness, 
“one needs simply to have access to the subject category of worker” (p. 20). To 
understand how these claims operate as a form of anti-Blackness, Nopper draws on Frank 
Wilderson’s (2003) argument that Black people are foreclosed from the category of 
worker: 
 The fact that millions upon millions of [B]lack people work misses the point. The 
 point is we were never meant to be workers; in other words, capital/white 
 supremacy’s dream did not envision us as being incorporated or incorporative. 
 From the very beginning, we were meant to be accumulated and to die (p. 238). 
 
 The “recognition of immigrant labor as productive” therefore, is made visible by 
using discourses that implicitly or explicitly position migrants as the antithesis of Black 
people, who are denigrated as lazy, drains on the system, or as no having “productive 
value” to the global economy (Nopper, 2011, p. 22). Moreover, Wilderson’s analysis 
draws our attention to the dire political consequences of migrants’ claims for dignity and 
rights resting on their recognition as valued workers. These claims are not only anti-
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Black, they ultimately re-entrench the power of the neoliberal state. Indeed, while the 
worker “calls into question the legitimacy of productive practices, the slave calls into 
question the legitimacy of productivity itself (Wilderson, qtd in Nopper, 2011, p. 20). 
 The ubiquitous mantra for migrant justice “no one is illegal” operates in a similar 
fashion by implicitly rejecting the popular, anti-immigrant sentiment that migrants are 
“law breakers.” However, “when the innocence of immigrants is articulated,” Martha 
Escobar (2008) explains, “we are left to ask ‘If immigrants are not criminals, then who 
are? If immigrants are innocent, then who is guilty’” (p. 57)? Because “criminality” is 
thoroughly associated with Blackness, when the movement for migrant justice makes 
claims for belonging that constructs migrants as “law abiding,” they are in effect 
“renouncing Blackness” (p. 68). Rather than declare, “no one is illegal” the more 
politically powerful move, Escobar concludes, would be to declare, “no one is criminal.” 
 In Durham, these dynamics were at play in the death of Tracy Bost in particular, 
but also in Chuy Huerta’s case as well. Bost had a felony record, had just been released 
from the Durham County Jail, and was armed at the time of his death, allegedly firing at 
the police officers pursuing him. There was no outcry over Bost’s death; there were no 
public demonstrations, or vigils to memorialize him, nor demands for police 
accountability.  
 Being armed, Black, and a convicted felon made Bost’s death illegible to a public 
ostensible concerned about racial (in)justice. As Cacho (2012) argues, to be a “criminal” 
is not only to be placed outside the realm of state protection, it also marks an ontological 
condition of “racialized rightlessness” wherein people like Bost “do not have the option 
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to be law abiding, which is always the absolute prerequisite for political rights, legal 
recognition, and resource distribution in the United States (p. 8).  
 The non-event of Bost’s death is also emblematic of the affective dimension of 
safety. Unlike the Black men whose deaths are catalysts for uprisings against the police 
and extra-legal vigilante violence (e.g. Oscar Grant, Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, 
and Eric Garner, to cite just a few recent examples), by virtue of being armed and a 
convicted felon, Bost could never be construed as “innocent” a virtual prerequisite for 
soliciting sympathy from mainstream white people, the media, and state actors. Ethnic 
Studies scholar Jackie Wan (2012) explains the consequences of what she terms “appeals 
to innocence”: 
 An empathetic structure of feeling based on appeals to innocence has come to 
 ground contemporary anti-racist struggles. Within this framework, empathy can 
 only be established when a person meets the standards of authentic victimhood 
 and moral purity, which requires Black people, in the words of Frank Wilderson, 
 to be shaken free of ‘niggerization.’ Social, political, cultural, and legal 
 recognition only happens when a person is thoroughly whitewashed, neutralized, 
 and made non-threatening (p. 3). 
 
 At issue then, is not whether unauthorized migrants are deserving of dignity, or 
whether “poor people of color devalue each other,” (Cacho, 2012) but rather that 
aggrieved racial groups must not only demand belonging, rights, and dignity, they have to 
do so by using discourses that demonstrate their value as “worthy” neoliberal subjects. In 
these cases by emphasizing their work ethic, their innocence, their law-abiding character 
that ultimately plays into an implicitly anti-Black form of neoliberal entrapment (Nopper, 
2011; Escobar, 2008; Cacho, 2012). In this section, I have demonstrated that by 
demanding that already devalued racial groups appeal to normative or incorporative 
categories, including state protection, and therefore public safety practices, in exchange 
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for inclusion, the state controls the terms of engagement, regenerating allegiance to 
capital, anti-Blackness, and the white supremacist, heteropatriarchial project that 
constitutes its core. 
Safety Beyond State Protection: Transformative Justice 
As the preceding analysis demonstrated, the state employs a “control-based” 
model of public safety that is organized around the identification and removal of threats 
and enemies, and the management of risk (Jackson and Meiners, 2012). White 
supremacy, neoliberal racial capitalism, anti-Blackness, and heteropatriarchy shape our 
collective understandings of who is a threat and what constitutes a risk. Safety under this 
context then, is defined as an “absence from” a given threat, enemy, or risk (Jackson and 
Meiners, 2012). This logic requires a commitment to banishment, security (i.e. police, 
military, surveillance), and self-preservation. By cultivating a “culture of fear,” the state 
teaches us not only that we can’t take care of ourselves, but also that “safety” is “a 
commodity – something that can be given, taken away, and valued or devalued” (A 
World Without Walls, 2012). 
 The theory of transformative justice (TJ) rejects this “control-based” model of 
safety. Instead, TJ acknowledges that “at the roots of every act of harm, violence, or 
abuse are other systems of oppression: racism, classism, trans/homophobia, abelism, 
[and] misogyny” (Philly Stands Up, 2012). Given this, part of the political project of 
transformative justice is to address these roots directly by transforming the “violent 
conditions, [relationships,] and dynamics” that structure our lives, including our reliance 
on police and prisons (Generation FIVE, 2007).  
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 This commitment to dismantling “systems of harm” is what sets TJ apart from 
restorative justice (RJ). RJ shares the critique of punitive, control-based models of 
“safety” and counters by theorizing justice as stemming from the restoration of 
relationships and community attachments that have been fractured by interpersonal 
violence. Restoration is facilitated through mediation and dialogue between the victim, 
offender, and any other key stakeholders (Generation FIVE, 2007). In the United States, 
restorative justice is arguably the most popular “alternative” model of justice and is 
increasingly implemented “in partnership with the state” through court diversion 
programs, particularly for youth offenders (Generation FIVE, 2007, p. 33).34 
 However, it is precisely because restorative justice focuses on “restoration” 
through a “partnership” with the state that Ruth Morris, a Quaker abolitionist, developed 
TJ in the late 1990s. Morris (1995) was frustrated with restorative justice praxis, 
particularly the assumption underwriting the idea of “restoration.” To practice restorative 
justice, one must assume “that a prior state existed in which the victim experienced 
significant liberty and the offender was integrated into a community” (Coker, 2002, p. 
143). However, this assumption often ignores “other types of violence that pre-date and 
co-exist with ongoing incidents of violence” such as extant inequality and legacies of 
slavery and/or colonization (Generation FIVE, 2007, p. 21). 
                                                34	  For example, at the state level Colorado is considered a leader in the restorative justice movement for 
juvenile offenders. In Longmont, the “Community Justice Partnership pairs up trained adult and youth 
facilitators with schools and the local Longmont Police Department” to engage in restorative justice 
processes for youth offenders (Leach, 2014). Nationally, a bipartisan bill, “the Youth PROMISE Act” 
(Prison Reduction through Opportunities, Mentoring, Intervention, Support, and Education) will fund 
programs that focus on “prevention and diversionary systems” and employ restorative processes (Leach, 
2014). 
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 Sociologist Dana Coker (2002) elaborates on what she considers the “serious 
theoretical weaknesses of restorative justice theory”: 
 The restorative justice critique of punitive criminal justice responses emphasizes 
 the power of the state to do harm (Braithwaite, 1989), yet restorative justice 
 proponents often construct the state as a distant and largely irrelevant party 
 (Hudson & Galaway, 1996). This construction of the state elides state power and 
 naturalizes state created crime categories and the operation of state crime control 
 systems. Thus, restorative justice processes threaten to create a deeply privatized 
 criminal justice process (p. 129). 
 
 Obviously, Coker’s analysis omits the ways in which the state is now integral to 
many RJ efforts. This “politics of allyship” with the state is deeply troubling to many 
people committed to abolition and transformative justice who question, quite sincerely, 
what it means to turn to the state, the very site of violence, in order to address harm.  
In theory and practice then, restorative justice makes some deeply troubling assumptions. 
By not addressing and transforming the structural causes of crime, RJ romanticizes a 
“prior state” of equality and safety that can be restored through mediation between the 
victim and offender (Morris, 1995; Coker, 2002; Nocella, 2011). By (re)centering the 
state, RJ risks reproducing and becoming complicit in a system that is not only a core 
engine of the state, but also one that operates as a racialized system of control and 
containment. In short, RJ privileges reform over abolition.35  
 Transformative justice attempts to address these theoretical and political 
weaknesses by centering a structural analysis of the causes of harm and by focusing on 
                                                35	  It is beyond the scope of this analysis to fully consider whether contemporary restorative justice 
practices qualify as “non-reformist reforms” (those reforms that lessen suffering without expanding the 
capacity of the criminal justice system to punish more people or more efficiently). I certainly believe that 
any type of diversion from jail and prison is desirable; however, I share the skepticism of many 
abolitionists who question the limits of reform. For an excellent resource on how to evaluate whether a 
reform is “non-reformist” please visit: http://www.usprisonculture.com/blog/2014/12/01/police-reforms-
you-should-always-oppose/ 
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transforming power relationships to abolish the conditions that allow violence to flourish 
in the first place (Generation FIVE, 2007). The necessity of abolition and transformation 
is tied to a critique of rights-based approaches to justice, a constitutive component of 
liberalism. Under rights-based frameworks, aggrieved groups demand inclusion, 
recognition, and justice through the expansion of legal rights (e.g. hate crime laws) or the 
implementation of reforms. However, rights-based frameworks prevent an analysis “of 
the unequal conditions that entire populations experience, because it focuses on the 
intentional actions of individual discriminators” (Spade, 2011, p. 103).  
 In other words, rights-based approaches individualize the cause of harm and 
attempt to achieve justice by working within the system to make changes to existing 
laws, policies, and institutions. What the theory of transformative justice points out is that 
those same laws, policies, and institutions are underwritten by white supremacy, racial 
capitalism, and heteropatriarchy. Thus, one of the core beliefs of transformative justice is 
that “state and systemic responses to violence, including the criminal legal system, not 
only fail to advance individual and collective justice, [they] also condone and perpetuate 
cycles of violence” (Generation Five, 2007, p. 5). 
 TJ problematizes liberal frameworks of justice by centering a politics of radical 
abolition. Radical abolition is rooted in W.E.B. Du Bois’ notion of “abolition-
democracy” (Davis, 2005). Du Bois coined the phrase “abolition-democracy” to refer to 
the movement of “laborers and small capitalists” who fought for the abolition of slavery 
first, and then realizing freedom “required a minimum of capital in addition to political 
rights,” continued to agitate for the redistribution of wealth and the elimination of white 
supremacy (Du Bois, 1992 [1935], p. 184)]. The crucial point that Du Bois makes is that 
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the “oppressive conditions produced by slavery” could never simply be eliminated 
through a legal declaration, but rather required the creation of “new democratic 
institutions” (Davis, 2005, p. 73). 
 The contemporary radical abolition movement follows Du Bois, arguing that 
abolition must be understood not as a “negative process of tearing down,” but as a 
generative process of building toward, by proliferating alternative ways of responding to 
harm and violence that do not include police, prisons, or the legal system (Davis, 2005, p. 
73; The CR10 Publications Collective, 2008; Visions of Abolition, 2011). Therefore, one 
of the central political tasks of radical abolition is transforming how we respond to harm 
and violence. Doing so, requires us to consider first, how “white supremacy and 
capitalism have deeply distorted our collective understanding of safety” and second, to 
create a society where public safety is not connected to another person’s exile (A World 
Without Walls, 2012). 
 This reconceptualization and practice of safety and harm reduction, draws on 
varied and rich legacies of self-determination and resistance amongst (and sometimes 
between) aggrieved groups in the United States. Fugitivity, flight, “getting out of dodge” 
and “trying to reconstruct the life that was taken from us” historian Robin D.G. Kelley 
(2015) argues, is “the first principle of Black resistance.” Marronage typically refers to a 
group of people who flee in order to escape oppressive conditions and build a new 
society (Roberts, 2015). In the U.S., slaves, Indigenous peoples, and occasionally 
indentured English laborers, formed maroon communities, “cultivating freedom on their 
own terms within a demarcated social space that allow[ed] for the subversive speech acts, 
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gestures, and social practices antithetical to the ideals of enslaving agents” (Roberts, 
2015, p. 5). 
 In the sixties and seventies, self-defense and self-determination were integral to 
the vision of liberation articulated by the Black power movement (Williams, 1998; Ture 
and Hamilton, 1992; Umoja, 2013). Most famously, the Black Panther Party practiced 
self-defense in the form of armed patrols in an effort to “police the police,” and protect 
members from the ever-present threat of police violence. Over time, sociologist Alondra 
Nelson (2011) argues, the Panthers conception of self-defense transformed into one of 
“social defense,” as they developed autonomous, collectively organized community 
survival programs that provided, among other things, free food and medical services. 
This transformation was rooted in an analysis of the relationship between freedom and 
self-determination. To be self-determining, people must have full participation in all 
those decision-making processes that impact their daily lives and have the ability to 
“define their own goals and [create and] lead their own organizations” (Ture and 
Hamilton, 1992). 
 The freedom dreams and political praxis articulated by radical women of color 
feminists organizing in the late sixties and seventies with groups such as Third World 
Women’s Alliance, the Black Women’s Liberation Committee of SNCC, and the 
Combahee River Collective, also inform the conceptualization of insurgent safety and the 
politics of abolition and transformative justice that underwrite it. Radical women of color 
feminists called for and practiced a politics of freedom and collective process that 
centered on an intersectional analysis grounded in constant reflection, criticism, and self-
  92 
transformation, overthrowing capitalism, abolishing heteropatriarchy and white 
supremacy, and rejecting state protection (Kelley, 2002).  
 “We have to learn to protect ourselves,” the Combahee River Collective (1979) 
stated unequivocally in a widely distributed pamphlet analyzing the murders of several 
Black women in the Boston area that were met with cruel indifference by city officials, 
white residents, and media outlets alike. State indifference to the murder of Black women 
compelled “the Black and Third World communities” to develop their own safety 
strategies, including setting up “protective neighborhood networks” and “self-help 
programs.” Fred Moten (2015) argues that the contradiction between state violence and 
neglect creates the “occasion for the renewal of Black social life” because people have to 
figure out a way to survive. It is through collective action and organizing then, that 
people can “squeeze out the state” (Smith, 2011) and create the conditions from which 
they can practice insurgent forms of social life (Combahee River Collective, 1979; Moten 
and Kelley, 2015). 
 Like the movements before them, contemporary prison abolitionists and 
transformative justice practitioners reject what Indigenous scholar Glen Coulthard (2015) 
calls “the colonial politics of recognition.” Though these models of “liberal pluralism” 
vary, they typically involve the state accommodating demands made by a marginalized 
group through an expansion of legal rights and/or by delegating “land, capital, political 
power” from the state to the group (Coulthard, 2015, p. 3). The politics of recognition is 
an incorporative project, wherein in exchange for state protection, expanded legal rights, 
political representation, and greater cultural visibility, a previously aggrieved group 
becomes an ally of the state. 
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 However, as I have suggested this is ultimately a violent-laden exchange, because 
it does nothing to transform the existing structures of the U.S. nation-state that produced 
the conditions that led to the marginalization of certain groups of people in the first place. 
Neoliberal racial capitalism, Dillion (2011) reminds us, is a biopolitical project, it does 
not only terrorize, “it also produces and proliferates possibilities for some lives to grow 
and prosper” (P. 173). Inclusivity and recognition have always been premised on the 
exclusion of an “other”; therefore, the politics of recognition merely reproduce 
“configurations of colonialist, racist, and patriarchal state power” that oppressed groups 
struggle to overcome (Coulthard, 2015; Spade, 2011; Hanhardt, 2013).  
In sum, one of the central political goals of TJ is dismantling the prison industrial 
complex (PIC), and in doing so, reconceptualizing safety so that rather than looking to 
the state and institutions to ‘make us safe,’ people instead “come to understand safety less 
as a product and more as localized experiments in interdependence” (A World Without 
Walls, 2012). How can we, in other words, develop safety practices that stem from a 
“collective commitment to guaranteeing the survival and care of all peoples” (Critical 
Resistance-INCITE Statement on Gender Violence and the Prison Industrial Complex, 
2006)?  
Conclusion 
 
 In this chapter I have historicized the relationship between race, state protection, 
and personhood in an effort to understand the logics that inform contemporary public 
safety practices. As I have demonstrated, the state was never designed to provide safety 
to all people, rather the idea of personhood, of who counts as human, is itself informed by 
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racially gendered state power. The racialization of English indentured servants and elite 
planters as white, formed a cross-class alliance that enabled the ruling class to facilitate 
the accumulation of capital, prevent rebellion, and justify the dehumanization and 
premature death of Africans and Indigenous peoples (Olson, 2004). During this era, slave 
patrols, sexual violence, slave codes, genocide, banishment to reservations, and so forth 
prefigured contemporary public safety practices, particularly prisons and policing that 
disproportionately target low-income Black, Brown, and Indigenous peoples. 
 As a result of militant social movements and the shifting needs of capital, the U.S. 
state embraced an ostensibly “colorblind” form of neoliberal multiculturalism, where 
“race” could no longer be an official rationale for differential treatment. However, in the 
contemporary era, the state has reconsolidated its power, rather than relinquished it in 
favor of more democratic practices. The criminal punishment system plays a central role 
in rationalizing the inequality endemic to racial capitalism. It is, as Cacho (2012) 
suggests, the primary institution through which “the value of life is measured and made 
intelligible” (p. 60). To be a “criminal” in other words, is not only to be placed outside 
the realm of state protection, it also marks an ontological condition of “racialized 
rightlessness” where one is subject to the law, but cannot receive redress through the law 
(Cacho, 2012). 
 Throughout this chapter, I have argued that public safety in the U.S. is a 
biopolitical project. The criminal justice apparatus manages, (re)produces, and confines 
those bodies that are rendered superfluous under neoliberalism; those bodies whose 
presence is defined as a threat to capital’s desires, and who must be criminalized by the 
state to make itself necessary. Race, racism, and racialization are fundamental to this 
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process. State racism obscures what is essentially a relationship of war, and in doing so 
creates the conditions of possibility that allow the state to exercise the “right to kill” 
under biopower (Foucault, 2003). 
 The “safety” of state protection then, is not extended universally insofar as the 
relative safety of some (those considered worthy neoliberal subjects) is “built on” the 
terror of others.36 Indeed, under the state’s “terms of engagement” (Rodriguez, 2007) 
state protection operates as a form of violent exchange, wherein a previously 
marginalized group employs a strategy of normalization (i.e. incorporation and inclusion) 
that signals their collusion, not only with state-sanctioned public safety strategies to 
combat violence (i.e. policing, prisons, and criminalization), but also their complicity 
with the privatizing logic of neoliberalism that emphasizes individual rights and reaffirms 
the authority of the state to adjudicate all matters related to harm (Hanhardt, 2013). 
 In sum, the criminal justice system, prison abolitionist Eric Stanley (2014) 
reminds us, is not broken, but working as designed, that is, “as a set of antiblack, ableist, 
and gender-normative practices used to constrict, and at times liquidate, people and 
communities under the empty signifiers of ‘justice’ and ‘safety.’” Indeed, because 
political longings for visibility, recognition, and dignity are seductive, the state deploys 
the rhetoric of public safety as form of affective currency that offers “protection” in 
                                                36	  Here, I am referencing “An open letter from Ferguson protestors and allies” (2014) published online 
shortly before the non-indictment of officer Darren Wilson in the shooting death of seventeen year old 
Black youth Michael Brown was announced. In their open letter, Ferguson protestors and their allies offer a 
profound meditation on the way safety operates in the U.S.: “We are not concerned if this inconveniences 
you. Dead children are more than an inconvenience. We are not concerned if this disturbs your 
comfort. Freedom outweighs that privilege. We are not concerned if this upsets order. Your calm is built 
on our terror. We are not concerned if this disrupts normalcy. We will disrupt life until we can live” 
(emphasis in original). The letter can be read in full here: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/deray-
mckesson/an-open-letter-from-fergu_b_6174602.html  
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exchange for our allegiance to a white supremacist project – one that makes us all less 
free and absolutely less safe. 
 Under these conditions, the need for transformative justice and prison abolition 
cannot be understated. Transformative justice explicitly seeks to (re)conceptualize harm 
reduction, relying on a structural analysis of violence that pinpoints the state as “a site of 
violence” rather than its resolution (Hong, 2006). For my dissertation, I looked to develop 
a project that could identify and develop safety practices rooted in abolition and strategies 
to practice “localized experiments in interdependence.” In the following chapter, I 
explain the research design I employed for the (Re)imagining Public Safety Project and 
how I used the theory of transformative justice to inform the overall design and 
methodological approach to my research.  
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CHAPTER 4 
THE (RE)IMAGINING PUBLIC SAFETY PROJECT: 
A METHODOLOGICAL NOTE 
 
“[I]n scholarly research, answers are only as good as the further questions they provoke, 
while for activists, answers are as good as the tactics they make possible.”  
– Ruth Wilson Gilmore 
 
“The range of contemporary critical theories suggests that it is from those who have 
suffered the sentence of history – subjugation, domination, diaspora, displacement – that 
we learn our most enduring lessons for living and thinking.”  
– Homi Bhabha 
 
 
 In the summer of 2012, locked inside SCI Graterford, a maximum security prison 
outside of Philadelphia, I learned an “enduring lesson for living and thinking” from H., a 
twenty-six year old African American man serving an impossibly long sentence. That 
summer, I was attending a training to become a certified “Inside-Outside” instructor. The 
Inside-Outside Prison Exchange Program began at Temple University in 1997. Through 
this program, universities partner with a nearby correctional institution to host college-
level courses “on the inside.” Each class is composed of an equal number of inside and 
outside students, all of whom receive credit for the course. The purpose of this 
educational model is to create a learning environment where students can critically 
engage in a “dialogic examination of the issues of social significance through the 
particular lens that is the ‘prism of prison’” (The Inside-Outside Center, 2015).37 
 Our week long, sixty hour training culminated with a daylong visit to Graterford, 
where we met with members of the “Graterford Think Tank,” a group of twelve to fifteen 
insiders, including H., who spent the day leading collaborative, experiential exercises 
                                                
37 For a full overview of the program, please visit: http://www.insideoutcenter.org/about-us.html  
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designed to model what teaching inside a prison would look and feel like. We spent our 
time in a cavernous auditorium, not unlike one you would find in a high school, awash in 
a muted palette of white and gray. The insiders wore faded maroon jumpsuits, paired with 
either sandals, monochromatic prison-issued sneakers, or in a few cases, shoes that had 
been bought on the outside and sent in by a loved one; everyone wore thick, standard-
issue white socks. 
 Prison rules also dictated what us outsiders could wear during our visit: loose 
fitting clothing, pants only, no skin, and no jewelry, except watches. Though we 
numbered thirty-five, our group felt small in the large, windowless space. The design of 
the auditorium was not in the classic architectural form of a panopticon, yet the guards 
discreetly positioned themselves in ways that warped the rectangular space into an 
effective disciplinary mechanism.38 The guards were not visible to us – just a felt 
presence. Therefore, we had no idea who they were watching at any given time, nor how 
many of them had their sights trained on us.39 In spite of these coercive conditions, we 
held spirited conversations about radical pedagogy, freedom, and justice. 
 In the afternoon we broke for lunch – the only unstructured hour of our day. Over 
bologna sandwiches, carrot sticks, pretzels, and cartons of milk, the conversation at my 
                                                38	  The panopticon was designed by Jeremy Bentham in the late 18th century as a disciplinary apparatus to 
enable a single prison guard to observe all the cells in a prison at once. Obviously, the guard could not 
watch all the prisons at the same time; however, the design of the building made it impossible for prisoners 
to determine the whereabouts of the guard, therefore forcing the prisoners to discipline their own behavior, 
because they never know whether they are being observed. In Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1995) 
argues that the panopticon perfects the exercise of power by making power more efficient and anticipatory, 
because, “without any physical instrument other than architecture and geometry, it acts directly on 
individuals; it gives ‘power of mind over mind’” (p. 206). 39	  It is worth noting that the only time the guards made themselves visible to us, was during an exercise 
that incorporated creative movement and music – people were simultaneously dancing, doing yoga, 
drawing, reciting poetry, or singing. The exercise brought the guards into the room – stationed by the doors, 
watching us closely, their hands lingering by their radios or fingering their weapons. 
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table focused on responses to violence. As we ate, a few elders at the table shared their 
stories about how they ended up inside. H. was quiet, but attentive, and when the elders 
finished H. offered his own accounting: “I saw a lot of violence growing up in Philly,” he 
began, and then described several harrowing memories. “What I could never understand 
though, is why they only send cops after someone has been shot. People don’t need that.” 
H. continued, “After something like that people need social workers, therapists, doctors, 
friends, and family from the neighborhood. People don’t need to be arrested or harassed 
by cops.” H. paused, raised his head and looked around the table at us, “I just think after 
someone has been shot, we should send out trauma response teams instead of cops.” 
 “Trauma response teams instead of cops.” I turned H.’s abolitionist (re)imagining 
of how we could respond to harm without the police over and over in my head for weeks 
afterward. H. had articulated an answer to a question I encountered frequently while 
participating in anti-prison organizing work: “if not prisons and police, then what?” The 
“then what” question, as I came to call it, is a reminder of the tenacity of hegemony. Of 
the deeply held cultural, political, and economic investment that many people in the 
United States have in the criminal punishment system. It suggests that the criminal 
punishment system does not exist “over there,” but rather is an animating force in our 
daily lives; it coheres and confines. In other words, we are all carceral subjects, though 
with varying degrees of vulnerability to premature death (Gilmore, 2007). 
 The “then what” question also illustrates the relationship between prison abolition 
and the imagination. To ask people to seriously consider a world without prisons and 
police is to ask people to confront the unknown, a not-yet future where safety is no longer 
synonymous with banishment and bullets. My experience inside Graterford, listening to 
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H. and other think tank members motivated me to the “then what” question more 
seriously; it reminded me that many people like H. either already practice, or carry in 
their hearts alternative conceptualizations of safety and resistant forms of sociality that 
out of necessity do not rely on criminalization, policing, prison, and death, be it in 
physical, social, or civil form. As a committed abolitionist and reluctant critical 
criminologist, I wanted to design a project that allowed me to pursue this point of inquiry. 
It was H.’s vision then, his lesson for living and thinking, that served as the spark for my 
dissertation the (Re)imagining Public Safety Project (RPSP). 
 Given my over-arching goals and commitments, RPSP has three interconnected 
research components: (a) participant-generated photo elicitation interviews; (b) 
participant-observation of local movements in Durham, North Carolina that contest 
police violence and mass incarceration; and (c) an action-oriented event: a public art 
exhibit organized and hosted by myself and consenting participants. In what follows, I 
unpack my research methodology in greater detail, beginning with a statement of 
positionality, followed by a discussion of the epistemological and ethical contours of 
qualitative research, to a discussion of methods, data analysis, and finally, a consideration 
of the limits of my project as a whole. 
Methodological Framework 
“How to see? Where to see from? What to see for? Whom to see with? Who gets to have 
more than one point of view? What may count as rational knowledge? Science and its 
associated methods are projects about knowledge, power, representation, and material 
resources. Struggles over what will count as rational accounts of the world are struggles 
over how to see.” 
- Donna Haraway 
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Statement of Positionality 
 
 The fact that H. is caged inside a maximum security prison for a good part of his 
life and that I should meet him there as an ostensibly “free” person visiting from the 
“outside” is not merely a coincidence or the result of bad choices. Rather, our different 
positions, as caged and nominally free, reflect a range of racially gendered and 
institutionalized disparities in education, the criminal punishment system, wealth, access 
to health care and secure housing, and employment opportunities (Dillion, 2011). The 
crux of our different positions vis-à-vis freedom then, lies in the “collusion between 
white supremacy, heteropatriarchy, neoliberalism, and the prison industrial complex 
[that] produces ‘those who can and must be killed, warehoused, and watched, and those 
whose civic duty requires complicity in the killing’” (Dillion, 2011, p. 171). 
 I come to this project to name my complicity and to struggle against it. I come to 
this project as an able-bodied, white, queer, gender non-conforming person who is 
typically read as “female.” I grew up in a large working-class family. I was born and 
raised in a small, rural agricultural community in Northwestern Vermont. I am a first 
generation college student, whose parents labored as a carpenter and a medical 
transcriptionist for most of my childhood. I come to this project firmly believing that the 
only political choice I have is to abolish the systems that require my complicity in the 
killing of others, that enable me to be ostensibly free while others are caged, and that 
(re)create conditions that make my life more livable. 
 That being said, my positionality shapes this project in ways I recognize and in 
ways I cannot see. As a white person writing primarily about experiences I have never 
had (e.g. incarceration or routine police abuse and harassment) and interviewing people 
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of color about experiences they live on the daily, I have both a physical and psychic 
distance from this research that undoubtedly shapes my analysis, generating conceptual 
“blind spots” and errors in interpretation. Racial difference certainly informed what 
people shared with me, as well as how people told the stories they did choose to convey. 
 Moreover, I am not a native Southerner, which in the South is a big deal, because 
for all the differences between people here folks take a lot of pride in family legacies and 
shared cultural practices, particularly around food and music. Many of the people I 
interviewed are from Durham, or have lived there for many years. They could see and 
feel changes in the city that I wasn’t able to, and knew stories about this place that had 
been told to them by their elders. 
 Lastly, my status as a multiple outsider is also compounded by my position as a 
well-educated doctoral student conducting fieldwork about the criminal punishment 
system and abolition. There is a damning history within the sciences and social sciences 
of white people conducting unethical research on Indigenous peoples and communities of 
color (Washington, 2007; Gould, 1996). This history has understandably created an 
atmosphere of distrust between aggrieved communities and the academy.  
None of these limitations can be completely overcome. I see and interpret my 
social world through an intersectional lens colored by white supremacy, settler 
colonialism, anti-Blackness, racial capitalism, and heteropatriarchy. As Sociologist Joao 
Costa Vargas (2006) reminds us, we are all “necessarily hostage [to] this endless process 
of decolonization – personal, theoretical, and political – and as such [our research] is a 
frozen snapshot of an ongoing, nonlinear, open-ended liberation-oriented practice 
inescapably replete with contradictions” (p. 23). Later in the chapter, I discuss in greater 
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detail ways I tried to negotiate the power dynamics inherent to research by employing 
activist methods.  
Qualitative Methodology 
 
 Broadly speaking, my project is informed by qualitative inquiry, a methodological 
paradigm that most simply, examines how people construct, challenge, and negotiate 
meaning and make sense of their experiences, and the world around them (Denizen and 
Lincoln, 2005). To make these phenomena visible, qualitative researchers employ “a set 
of interpretive, material practices” that includes “field notes, interviews, conversations, 
photographs, recordings, and memos to the self” (Denizen and Lincoln, 2005, p. 3). Like 
all research, qualitative inquiry seeks to investigate a particular phenomenon in order to 
make it more knowable. To name, order, classify, describe, indeed to “make sense of” is 
an act of power (Foucault, 1980). In the social sciences, research has often been used to 
justify racist state violence from the colonial era to the present (Gould, 1996; Denizen 
and Lincoln, 2005; Muhummad, 2010; Smith, 2012). This research often used the 
supposed “objectivity” of the researcher as an alibi to develop policies and practices to 
control “the foreign, deviant, or troublesome Other” (Denizen and Lincoln, 2005).  
 Decolonizing Qualitative Methodology: Feminist Interventions 
 Feminist scholars and Critical Race theorists (CRT) have called further attention 
to the value-laden relationship between inquiry, representation, and (dis)possession. 
Research methods, as Indigenous scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012) has famously 
argued, must be “decolonized” in order to recuperate a methodological paradigm that is 
organized around principles of self-determination and social justice. On this front, 
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feminist methodologists, and their CRT counter-parts, have made several political and 
epistemological interventions that merit attention here. 
 First, critical methodologists, particularly women of color, have directly 
challenged the epistemological foundations of Eurocentric frameworks that traditional 
social science research too often adopts uncritically. The framework a particular research 
project adopts is critical, because it determines “which questions merit investigation, 
which interpretive frameworks will be used to analyze findings and to what use ensuing 
knowledge will be put (Collins, 2009, p. 270). Western or Eurocentric epistemological 
frameworks rely primarily on positivism to validate knowledge claims. Positivism uses 
the scientific method to study and understand phenomena; it requires the knowledge 
seeker be objective, emotionally neutral, and apolitical (Collins, 2009).  
 Contrary to Eurocentrism and positivism, feminist methodologists employ an 
epistemological framework that is often referred to as “situated” or “embodied” 
knowledge. Here it is subjective, rather than “objective” experience that forms the 
“legitimate base for knowledge and political activity” (Frohmann, 2005, p. 1398). The 
claim, much like the quote I open this chapter with, is that those who experience a given 
phenomenon like police violence or poverty ought be granted “epistemic authority” and 
treated as critical social theorists in their own right (Christian, 1988; hooks, 1991; 
Hurtado, 1996; Collins, 2009). This intervention redefines “the source of theory,” 
expands “who constitutes a theorist” and radically (re)conceptualizes “the politics of 
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knowing” (Kelley, 2002; see also James, 1999; Gordon, 2008; Collins, 2009; Harding, 
1987).40 
 Second, this epistemological project necessitates a ruthless critique of 
“objectivity” and political “neutrality” – the favored alibis of traditional social scientists 
whose position as white and male often went unmarked. A decolonized methodology 
troubles these alibis by advocating for reflexivity.In her landmark text, Feminism and 
Methodology, Sandra Harding (1987) explains why reflexivity is a key methodological 
feature of feminist research: 
 [T]he class, race, culture, and gender assumptions, beliefs, and behaviors of the 
 researcher her/himself must be placed within the frame of the picture that she/he 
 attempts to paint…Thus the researcher appears to us not as an invisible, 
 anonymous voice of authority, but as a real, historical individual with concrete, 
 specific desires and interests (p. 9). 
 
 To counter the epistemological violence of universal truths, a feminist reworking 
of objectivity is “historically contingent” and “contextually dependent,” rather than 
hierarchical and totalizing, and demands that researchers “become answerable for what 
we learn how to see” (Haraway, 1988, p. 583; Harding, 1987). Moreover, feminist 
objectivity emphasizes an epistemological framework that centers contestation, 
deconstruction, connectivity, and “complex personhood” (Gordon, 2008; Harding, 1987; 
Haraway, 1988).41 To be reflexive is to trouble the politics of representation by asking, 
“with whose blood were my eyes crafted” (Haraway, 1988)?  
                                                40	  Importantly, alternative knowledge claims are not in and of themselves challenging to the status quo. 
Rather, “much more threatening” Collins (2009) argues “is the challenge that alternative epistemologies 
offer to the basic process used by the powerful to legitimate knowledge claims that in turn justify their right 
to rule” (p. 290). 41	  In Ghostly Matters, Avery Gordon (2008) unpacks the theoretical implications of the seemingly banal 
statement “life is complicated.” For Gordon, complex personhood is the practice of “conferring the respect 
on others that comes from presuming that life and people’s lives are simultaneously straightforward and 
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 Third, research agendas that reflect a feminist ethic are often explicitly political 
and action-oriented, meaning they address key justice-related issues, contain a plan for 
social change, and incorporate principles of collaboration, accountability, and reciprocity 
(Frohmann, 2005; Cresswell, 2007; Pulido, 2008). To be an accountable researcher is to 
see oneself as “embedded in web of relationships” and as “part of a community of 
struggle, rather than an academic who occasionally drops in” (Pulido, 2008, p. 351; 
emphasis in original). These principles challenge some of the power dynamics inherent in 
the research process by reconfiguring the role of the researcher and by suggesting that the 
research be used to promote social change that benefits the lives of “those it presumes to 
understand” (Burawoy, 2000). 
  Epistemological, Ethical, and Methodological Commitments  
 The interventions outlined above inform my methodological approach, 
particularly the development of my epistemological and ethical commitments, in a 
number of ways. First, my goal was to design a research project that was collaborative 
and action-oriented. When I arrived in Durham police violence was the most pressing 
crisis and my project was shaped by my engagement in local efforts to combat police 
violence. People were trying to find answers to the question “how can we stop police 
violence?” I used participant-generated photography to capture abolitionist alternatives to 
the police and associated public safety practices like prison. Critical Criminologist Judah 
                                                                                                                                            
full of enormously subtle meaning” (p. 5). From a methodological standpoint, the right to complex 
personhood informs my understanding of the practice of feminist objectivity and reflexivity, particularly as 
a lens through which I can interpret and write about the findings from my research, while also being 
conscious of my own hauntings. 
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Schept (2014) argues that participant-generated images produce what he calls a “counter-
visual ethnography”: 
 [C]orporate and state power constructs particular vantages, fashions specific 
 presentations of authority, and articulates certain relations and disarticulates 
 others…A counter-visual ethnography rehabilitates our ocular vantages to see 
 what is not there but which structures the present carceral moment by illuminating 
 the invisible, excavating the underground, revealing the inscribed landscape…In 
 doing so, counter-visual ethnography attempts to envision and presage a counter-
 carceral future (p. 218). 
 
 The photographs participants took reread the carceral landscape as full of 
potentiality: an urban garden portends abolition because “the community feeding one 
another is safety. No one goes hungry”; rather than a protective barrier demarcating an 
inside and an outside, a close-up of a chain-linked fence is revealed instead to be hold a 
metaphor for interdependence. These photographs “rehabilitate our ocular vantages” and 
challenge us to see past the prison by creatively reimagining the present. 
 Second, as feminist researchers have noted, methodological choices reflect 
epistemological frameworks. RPSP intentionally amplifies the perspectives of people 
who have been directly impacted by the primary public safety practices in the United 
States: criminalization, banishment, and policing. This choice signals my commitment to 
a “politics of knowing” that valorizes lived experience as a legitimate source of 
knowledge. I also intend for the emphasis on imagination to operate as an 
epistemological agent and research tool in its own right. Built into this project is a 
questioning of the present that then serves as a bridge to imagine a different future. I want 
to suggest that imagination is in fact one of the most important research tools this project 
employs and is interwoven with abolitionist politics and transformative justice. 
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 For the purposes of this project, I am employing Haiven and Khasnabish’s (2014) 
framework for understanding the radical imagination. They stretch our understanding of 
the imagination by conceptualizing it as a both/and: “a conscious creative force of the 
individual mind” shaped by experience and positionality, and as a form of collective 
sociality – we co-create shared “imaginary landscapes, horizons of common possibility” 
(p. 4). Haiven and Khasnabish explicitly reject the idea that the radical imagination can 
be defined, insofar as definitions lead to fixity. Rather, their purpose is to examine how 
the imagination works in radical politics. They suggest that social movements are 
“convocations of” and “animated by” the radical imagination (Haiven and Khasnabish, 
2014).  
 Indeed, many scholars argue that the imagination is fundamental to revolutionary 
social transformation (Kelley, 2002; Costa Vargas, 2006; Shukaitis & Graeber, 2007; 
Bogues, 2012).42 In 1969 radical Black feminists Pat Robinson, Patricia Haden, and 
Donna Middleton wrote, “all revolutionaries are the smashers of myths and the destroyers 
of illusion… they have always died and lived again to build new myths. They dare to 
dream of a utopia, a new kind of synthesis and equilibrium” (qtd. in Kelley, 2002, p. 
148). What Robinson, Haden, and Middleton underscore here is the dialectic between the 
radical imagination and collective action; the interplay between the two is what gives 
social movements their revolutionary thrust. Indeed, the Black radical imagination is a 
constellation of movement(s) for freedom; “it is a product of struggle, of victories and 
                                                42	  Kelley and others are careful to not romanticize the concept of the imagination, noting that the 
imagination also has a “reproductive” function and therefore can and does reproduce hegemony (Bogues, 
2012). While being mindful of this, my focus is on the utility of the radical imagination as a transformative 
epistemological and methodological praxis.	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losses, crises and openings, and endless conversations circulating in a shared 
environment” (Kelley, 2002, p. 150).  
 In his formative explication of the Black radical imagination, Robin Kelley (2002) 
argues that freedom dreams produce a counter-hegemonic epistemology that he terms 
“poetic knowledge”: 
 [T]he best [social movements] do what great poetry always does: transport us to 
 another place, compel us to relive horrors and, more importantly, enable us to 
 imagine a new society…It is that imagination, that effort to see the future in the 
 present, that I shall call ‘poetry’ or ‘poetic knowledge’ (p. 9; emphasis in 
 original). 
 
 In this case, to “(re)imagine public safety” is to ask people to express poetic 
knowledge; to use photography and narrative to generate new meanings of safety, and to 
develop a mode of political practice that constructs “a new polity: a new vocabulary, new 
modes of sociability, new cognitive tools” (Costa Vargas, 2006, p. 481). I agree with 
Haiven and Khasnabish (2014) who argue that the researcher must never settle for merely 
observing how the radical imagination operates, but rather must strive to “convoke it” 
through shared struggle. The task, and challenge, for activist-researchers is to identify, 
think, and write about those practices, concepts, and tools that emerge from prefigurative 
politics, without allowing the research itself to reproduce extant power-knowledge 
relationships. “Trying to put a name on the directions of tomorrow’s revolutionary 
fervor,” write Shukaitis and Graeber (2007), “is the process that transforms the creativity 
of the constituent moment back upon itself into another constituted form and alienating 
structure” (p. 32). 
 The final way my project is shaped by the interventions made by feminist and 
critical race methodologists relates to research ethics. To confront my position as a 
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multiple outsider, I built into my project a structure of accountability and reciprocity 
through my active participation in local efforts to combat police violence and mass 
incarceration in Durham. If, as Pulido (2008) suggests, accountability and reciprocity 
stem from the researcher’s sense of shared struggle, then my first responsibility was to 
build relationships and trust.  
Doing so required that I “take a reflexive approach to research process” 
(Frohman, 2005) and be attune to my position as a multiple outsider. I am a white, queer, 
gender non-conforming woman, who is well educated and born outside the South. I am 
not the target of police violence, nor do I share the same level of vulnerability to 
incarceration as the people of color I organize with. I am also new to Durham, an area 
with a rich social movement history. I built relationships I was accountable to by showing 
up consistently, by listening, by educating myself about the history of the area, and by 
supporting Black and Brown-led social change collectives. Many of the people I met 
became participants in my project that ultimately itself was a living organism – it was 
shaped by Durham itself, the people who participated in it, and by the episodes of police 
violence, both locally and nationally, that occurred throughout the course of the research. 
 In sum, qualitative research is always an interpretive act (Denizen and Lincoln, 
2005). My social location informs the initial identification of what social phenomena I 
intend to study, to the types of claims I make based on the results of my project. Feminist 
and critical race methodologists argue that the knowledge produced by social inquiry is 
contingent, embodied, and partial. This is not to suggest that we can’t make strong claims 
about our social world. On the contrary, it is to strengthen our ability to make claims 
without reproducing the epistemological violences that have, historically, structured the 
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field of social science. Donna Haraway (1988) makes this point much more beautifully, 
arguing that we need feminist research projects to understand “how meanings and bodies 
get made, not in order to deny meanings and bodies, but in order to build meanings and 
bodies that have a chance for life” (p. 580; emphasis added). 
Methods 
Photo Elicitation Interviews 
 Photo elicitation interviews (PEI), writes sociologist Douglas Harper (2002), “are 
based on the simple idea of inserting a photograph into a research situation” (p.13). In a 
research setting, Harper continues, photographs typically have three primary uses. First, 
photographs can serve as “visual inventories of objects, people, and artifacts.” Second, 
photographs reflect “events that were part of collective or institutional pasts.” And third, 
photographs capture “intimate dimensions of the social” – people’s family, friends, 
bodies, and interior lives (p. 13). In this sense, photographs operate as an inventory and a 
portal, a temporal continuum that mediates between past and present, eliciting a response 
from people that evokes “deeper elements of human consciousness [than] do words” 
alone (Harper, 2002, p. 13). 
 Harper is building from the insights generated by anthropologist John Collier who 
first coined the term “photo elicitation” in late 1950s. Collier and his colleagues at 
Cornell found that photographs enhance traditional qualitative interviews in two 
particularly useful ways. First, because photographs are a “visual record” they improved 
participants’ memory, leading to a more “precise,” and at times, even “encyclopedic” 
reconstruction of events (Collier and Collier, 1986). Second, photographs acted as 
“communication bridges” between the researcher and participant that extend beyond the 
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surface content of the images. Photographs, Collier and Collier (1986) argued are 
“pathways into unfamiliar, unforeseen environments and subjects” (p. 108). 
 There are three primary approaches to conducting PEIs. Some studies use 
“researcher-produced” photographs, others make use of archival photographs, while 
others require participants to take their own photographs, an approach referred to as 
“auto-driven” or “participant-generated” photo interviewing (Clark-Ibanez, 2004; Harper, 
2002). The first two methods, researcher-produced and archival, have been criticized for 
replicating some of the more troubling power dynamics found in traditional qualitative 
interviewing, insofar as the photographs represent what the researcher-as-expert, rather 
than the participant, believes is of value in a given social context (Clark-Ibanez, 2004; 
Frohmann, 2005; Lapenta, 2011). For example, researchers must be wary of 
photographing and/or selecting only the most “visually arresting images” (e.g. graphic 
depictions of poverty) at the expense of more mundane representations that may in fact 
be more meaningful to participants in the study (Clark-Ibanez, 2004). 
 The third approach, using participant-generated images, addresses some of the 
pitfalls of PEI outlined above by positioning the participant as a collaborator in the 
research process, and as an expert who, through photography and narrative, determines 
what is meaningful in their lives. For example, sociologist Lisa Frohmann (2005) 
employed this technique to conduct The Framing Safety Project (FSP).43 Offered as a 
workshop for women living at a domestic violence shelter, FSP examines how women 
from Mexican and Southeast Asian immigrant communities who have experienced 
intimate partner violence understand the meaning of safety in their lives. Frohmann asked 
                                                43	  The title of my dissertation research, the (Re)imagining Public Safety Project, is inspired by Frohmann’s 
work. 
  113 
participants to take pictures of what safety means to them. The resulting images were 
used during interviews to stimulate a broader conversation about violence, “safekeeping 
strategies” (i.e. the daily work women do to survive and protect their children) and 
measures the state can take to end domestic violence. Frohmann (2005) reflects on the 
promise of this method: 
 My intent was to empower women by enabling them to direct our gaze toward 
 images of their choosing as well as giving voice to their own experiential 
 standpoints. This method gives women a medium to frame and define what is 
 significant in a specific setting and within the larger context of social relationships 
 and the environments in which they live. They choose the subjects of the 
 photographs. They determine who or what to include or exclude from the frames 
 (p. 1400). 
 
 FSP also had a larger purpose, to “educate the community about battering as a 
social problem” and to advocate for the inclusion of the voices of directly affected 
women in relevant policy-related conversations about domestic violence. To meet this 
goal, FSP incorporated techniques from Photovoice. Photovoice “blends a grassroots 
approach to photography and social action” by asking community members to take 
pictures of what they feel are the “significant issues in their lives and communities” 
(Frohmann, 2005, p.1402). The results of Photovoice projects are often presented to local 
policymakers and politicians. In this case, FSP participants organized a public art exhibit 
of their photographs in an effort to “give public voice” to their experiences and to 
“educate the community” about intimate partner violence (Frohmann, 2005). 
 Similarly, PEI methods have been adapted and used in a number of creative 
projects that call attention to the prison industrial complex. In Washington, D.C. students 
partnering with Critical Exposure, a non-profit that trains youth to use photography for 
social change, took photographs inside their schools to document the impact of the 
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school-to-prison pipeline in their daily lives. By taking pictures of security guards, gates, 
x-ray scanners, metal detectors, an American flag obscured by a window with bars, and 
so on, students made visible not only the architectural continuity between their schools 
and prison, but also the ways in which the built environment (paired with harsh 
disciplinary tactics) is its own form of pedagogical training for prison: “Coming in the 
building,” one student explains, “feels like turning in my stuff before entering a jail cell” 
(Klein, 2014).44 
 A group in New York City (The Morris Justice Project) and one in Chicago 
(Project NIA) examined people’s conceptualizations of community safety by simply 
asking people to write their response to the following question on a whiteboard: what 
does community safety mean to you? The individual then poses for a photograph while 
holding their answer in front of them. In Chicago, Project NIA created a “Community 
Safety tumblr” and in New York they created a “Community Safety Wall” (displaying 
the messages in public places). In New York, the Morris Justice Project plans to use the 
results to build a workshop on community safety that is oriented toward developing 
policy changes.45 
 Obviously, my project is inspired by and shares a kinship with each of these 
efforts, particularly the desire to use creative, visual methods to think about safety, 
amplify alternatives to the prison industrial complex, and center the ideas and voices of 
directly impacted people. There are no perfect methods, but participant-generated photo 
elicitation interviews offer a sound compromise for those of us who are interested in 
                                                44	  To see examples of the photographs students took for this project, please visit: 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/11/03/critical-exposure-school-to-prison-pipeline_n_6094376.html	  	  45	  The Community Safety Tumblr can be viewed here: http://communitysafetychicago.tumblr.com/ and the 
Community Safety Wall can be viewed here: http://morrisjustice.org/community-safety-wall-color	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democratizing the research process and engaging in a practice of “collective theorization” 
(Shukaitis and Graeber, 2007). 
Conducting Photo-Elicitation Interviews 
All projects require a great deal of advance work. In this case, prior to conducting 
the photo-elicitation interviews, I spent a considerable amount of time working with 
Arizona State University’s (ASU) Institutional Review Board (IRB) to gain approval for 
the project (see Appendix A). This study raised justifiable ethical concerns about 
confidentiality and informed consent because it solicits participation from people the 
federal government classifies as “vulnerable populations”46; because it employs 
photography; and examines themes related to criminalization, prisons, and policing. As a 
result, a number of protections were built into this project, which I discuss in more detail 
below.  
 I also had to determine what cameras I wanted to use and then secure funding in 
order to purchase them. Many PEI studies use disposable cameras, but I wanted to have 
higher quality photographs that were digitized, primarily because I wanted to be able to 
select some photographs for large-format printing to display at a community art show. I 
needed digital cameras that were relatively inexpensive and easy to use. After some 
consumer research, I settled on the Nikon Coolpix S6300. I was awarded a “Jump Start 
Research Grant” from ASU’s Graduate and Professional Student Association (GPSA). 
With the generous support of GPSA, I purchased five cameras and SD memory cards for 
my project. 
                                                46	  According to most Institutional Review Boards, “vulnerable populations” are those deserving of special 
protections and include: women, fetuses, minors, people in prison, people of color, poor people, people 
with cognitive disabilities, people living with HIV/AIDS, terminally ill people, and students. 
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After over a year of ethnographic work, I began to solicit participants and conduct 
PEIs. Through my active participation in local organizing efforts in Durham (described in 
detail below), I formed many of the relationships that eventually led to folks’ 
participation in the (Re)imagining Public Safety Project. By the spring of 2014, I had 
conducted seventeen photo-elicitation interviews with people of color living in Durham 
who ranged in age from 18 – 50, self-identified as Black, Asian, Brown, Latina, multi-
racial, as queer, as low-income, middle-class, and as mothers, fathers, young people, and 
“just ordinary folk.” Though I had come to know several of the people I eventually 
interviewed, other participants brought at least six people into the project. In a typical 
scenario, a participant would show up to our initial meeting with a friend they had told 
about the project who wanted to join in. In each case, I agreed that they should participate 
too – serendipitous snowball sampling working its magic.  
At the first meeting, I began by giving an overview of the project, allowing space 
for questions and concerns. I went over the informed consent documents, including a 
wavier for use of the photographs in future publications (see Appendix B), and obtained 
signatures (all participants were offered a copy of the informed consent documents). I 
provided folks with a camera and a sheet that included my contact information and 
instructions for the first phase of the project (see Appendix C). I asked participants to 
take a series of 3-5 photographs based on the following two prompts: (a) what does 
community safety look like to you? And (b) the city of Durham spent roughly $45 
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million dollars on the downtown jail complex. What would you build in the city with that 
money instead?47 
The framing of these prompts was influenced by a couple factors. One, I wanted 
prompts that felt expansive, yet anchored to my primary research questions regarding 
alternative conceptualizations of safety and responses to harm. Second, I tried to devise 
prompts that kept an emphasis on the public nature of the project itself. In other words, I 
wanted people to be thinking about safety as a collective, shared experience rather than as 
an individualistic, and/or interpersonal dynamic, hence my choice to use the phrase 
“community safety” and to ask people what they would “build in the city” instead of the 
jail. I tried to emphasize to folks that these were intended as guides for them as they took 
photographs, rather than restrictions. 
 Typically, about two to four weeks passed between the initial meeting and the 
interview itself. Throughout the project, I practiced an ongoing consent process therefore, 
prior to the start of the interview, I reminded participants that the session would be audio 
recorded, that they could stop at any time and/or skip a question, and that they could 
determine which photographs they wanted to share with me. Following best practices, I 
began by asking participants to describe the photographs they took and discuss why they 
had chosen to take that particular picture. Unlike typical photo-elicitation interviews, I 
decided not to print out the photos in advance. Instead, we scrolled through the photos 
stored on the digital camera. This was done mainly to save time. 
 The remainder of the interview was semi-structured. I prepared questions in 
advance (see Appendix D); however, I allowed the conversation to be directed as much 
                                                47	  This was a suggested range. I did not limit people to five photographs. 
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as possible by the participants themselves, meaning that some pre-determined questions 
didn’t get asked, and while I made sure the broad thematic contours of the interview held 
their shape, people’s memories, experiences, and positionality gave each interview a 
particular texture, its own DNA.  
 I closed each interview by recording a verbal contract with participants that 
stipulated the “form and degree of identity masking” that each person was comfortable 
with (Frohmann, 2005, p. 1402). I gave each participant the option to select a 
pseudonym, though most everyone said it was fine for me to choose one. I also asked 
everyone to describe him or herself in a short paragraph that included basic demographic 
information. I did this because I wanted to use self-characterizations as much as possible 
when writing up the findings. Following Frohmann (2005), this verbal contract allowed 
me to then edit out any information from the resulting interview transcript “that could 
violate their identity-masking decisions” (p. 1403).48 
Participant Observation 
Participant observation is one of the most commonly employed methods in 
qualitative research. Burawoy (1991) defines participant observation as “field research 
conducted in the time and space of the ‘subjects’ rather than the observer” thereby 
bringing together the “perspective of the participant who calls for understanding and the 
perspective of the observer who seeks causal explanation” (p. 3). Observations are 
collected and catalogued in the form of field notes: “descriptive accounts of what has 
been seen and heard, reflective analytic notes that focus on themes and patterns that 
                                                48	  The photographs were easier to anonymize. To begin with, almost all the photographs were of public 
places, as opposed to intimate portraits of people’s family or home. In addition to this, the IRB required 
that any photographs containing images of people’s faces be either blurred or masked (covering their eyes) 
to protect anonymity.  
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emerge from the data, and also methodological observations such as ethical issues and 
field strategies” (Henn et al., 2009, p. 200). 
Following best practices, in my field notes I recorded my initial impressions of a 
scene, event, or interaction; my sense of what was significant and/or unexpected, along 
with what those in the setting seemed to react to as important. Attending to how things 
occur, Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (2011) argue, “encourages and produces ‘luminous 
descriptions’ that specify the actual, lived conditions and contingencies of social life” (p. 
27; emphasis in original). In my case, I was listening specifically for how ordinary people 
talked about the meaning of safety in their daily lives. When city officials spoke I was 
listening for how they talked about public safety, security, and protection vis-à-vis the 
state and Durham residents. Importantly, I also listened for contradictions, for  
“variations from, or exceptions to, emerging pattern[s]” (Emerson, et al., 2011, p. 28; 
emphasis in original). 
While observation was certainly an important part of this project, my participation 
in local organizing efforts (described in detail below) was a catalyst for building 
relationships, establishing connections, and learning about the city. Unlike traditional 
ethnographic fieldwork, I did not position myself as a semi-removed outsider, notebook 
in hand, but rather as co-conspirator more characteristic of what Wacquant (2010) has 
termed “observant participation.” Wacquant developed this term while conducting 
ethnographic fieldwork at boxing gym in “Chicago’s [B]lack ghetto.” To break with “the 
moralizing discourse” cultivated by the distant observer, observant-participation requires 
one to engage through a “situated knowing-how-to”; one must take pains, in other words, 
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“to get close enough to [a given phenomenon] with one’s body” (Waquant, 2010, p. 70, 
emphasis in original; see also Waquant, 2004). 
 I attended city council meetings, public forums, community town halls, speak-
outs, rallies, marches, and organizing meetings about police violence, the War on Drugs, 
and mass incarceration. Of course, the sort of experiential, embodied knowing Wacquant 
signals above operates on an entirely different register when the phenomenon one is 
engaged with is racialized and gendered state violence. I have not experienced arrest, jail, 
prison, or police violence. I participated in several marches that included direct action 
tactics (i.e. disrupting the Durham Center for the Performing Arts; taking over highway 
147 that bisects Durham) and therefore heightened my vulnerability to arrest and police 
violence. During other actions, we were tear gassed, disoriented by long range acoustic 
devices (LRADs), physically intimidated, charged at by baton-wielding cops in riot gear, 
and some people were arrested. I felt afraid, emboldened, angry, and awestruck by the 
sheer militarized force of the state; a force deployed in ways that seemed simultaneously 
arbitrary and strategic; indiscriminate and targeted. 
I participated most directly in three groups: Liberty and Justice for Carlos Riley 
Jr. (LJCRJ), Fostering Alternatives to Drug Enforcement (FADE), and the Inside-Outside 
Alliance (IOA). At the time of this writing, I am still an active member of IOA. Below, I 
provide a short description of each group, detailing its history, mission, my role, and the 
strategies and tactics each use(d) to combat police violence and mass incarceration. 
 Liberty and Justice for Carlos Riley Jr. (LJCRJ), 2012-2013 
Carlos Riley Jr., a twenty-three year old Durham resident, was pulled over by 
Durham Police officer Kelley Stewart for an unspecified “traffic violation” in November 
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of 2012. At the time, officer Kelley was in plainclothes and in an unmarked car. Officer 
Stewart reported that Riley was “acting nervous” and asked him to step out of the car 
(Gronberg, 2014). Stewart frisked Riley for weapons and found none. Riley climbed back 
into his vehicle and “attempted to leave” against Officer Stewart’s command, at which 
point Stewart reached into the car and tried to pull the emergency brake. The car stopped 
and Stewart attempted to arrest Riley, who resisted. Stewart then drew his weapon and 
threatened to shoot Riley.  
Fearing for his life, Carlos “instinctively protect[ed] himself from being shot by 
quickly pushing Officer Stewart’s firearm away” (Gronberg, 2014). The weapon, still in 
Officer Stewart’s possession, discharged and the bullet struck Stewart in the leg. Riley 
quickly “took possession of the gun to avoid it being improperly discharged again,” 
helped Officer Stewart to the curb, and drove home. Riley left the scene, because he feard 
for his life, certain he would be shot by other police officers if he stayed behind. After a 
three hour “manhunt,” Riley was arrested and charged with “assault on a law 
enforcement officer causing serious injury, robbery with a dangerous weapon, and 
possession of a firearm by a convicted felon” (Santiago, 2012).   
Liberty & Justice for Carlos Riley Jr. was composed of family members, friends, 
and concerned Durham residents who came together in the winter of 2012 to draw 
attention to Carlos’ case, to demand that the charges against Carlos be dropped, and to 
highlight the racially discriminatory practices of the Durham Police Department. 
Meetings were held once a week at the Hayti Heritage Center – an old church that now 
serves as a “cultural arts, enrichment, and educational facility” dedicated to the 
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preservation and celebration of the experiences, perspectives, and contributions of 
Durham’s Black and African community.49 
 Our meetings were small, typically six to ten people sitting around a large 
conference table in the basement of the Hayti. To draw attention to Carlos’ case, and to 
keep the pressure on the city, we organized a series of protests and rallies held in front of 
the Durham County Jail, the police station, and City Hall. We circulated a petition – 
eventually signed by over three thousand people – on Change.org calling for the charges 
against Carlos to be dropped and for Officer Kelly Stewart to be held accountable for his 
actions. People reached out to media contacts and there were articles written in The 
Nation and on Truthout, and editorials written in the local papers.  
 We organized two major events in 2013: a “Community Response Day” at DPD 
headquarters that asked Durham residents to “join us in raising a collective voice that 
calls attention to a racist police culture that harms our black and brown neighbors”; and a 
“Block Party for Justice” held at a popular park in east Durham. Billed as a “speak out 
against racial profiling and police brutality,” we provided food, invited local musicians 
and slam poets to perform, and provided an open mic to encourage folks to express their 
thoughts on the day’s themes. 
 The group also served as an important source of support for the Riley family. One 
of the driving motivations of organizing together was to push back against forgetting – to 
not allow city officials to sweep Carlos’ case under the rug; to not let Durham residents 
ignore Carlos’ case because he had a previous felony conviction; to affirm, as his family 
so rightly believes, that Carlos’ life matters. Several of us wrote to Carlos, often 
                                                49	  For more information about the Hayti, please visit: http://hayti.org/about-us/  
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including books for him to read. We organized trips to visit him in jail and caravanned to 
his federal court hearings, wearing purple – Carlos’ favorite color. 
 LJCRJ disbanded after Carlos was convicted in federal court on charges of being 
a felon in possession of a firearm. Carlos was sentenced to ten years in federal prison and 
is currently awaiting trial on state charges (Gronberg, 2015). The 4th U.S. Circuit Court 
of Appeals recently upheld Riley’s conviction and sentence. The three-panel court 
affirmed the previous ruling, stating “Nothing in the record calls into question [the] 
decision to credit the testimony of the law enforcement officer” (Gronberg, 2015). 
Fostering Alternatives to Drug Enforcement (FADE), 2013-Present 
In the early months of 2013, faith leaders, staff attorneys with the Southern 
Coalition for Social Justice (SCSJ), local organizers, and concerned Durham residents 
came together to form a Black-led, multiracial “coalition dedicated to exploring the 
impact of the War on Drugs in Durham, focusing [specifically] on the injustices that 
occur in the Durham Police Department [DPD] that disproportionately affect 
communities of color” (Anderson, 2013).50 Fifteen of us met bi-weekly, first at a small 
house in Walltown, a historic Black neighborhood in Durham. In 2014, we moved our 
meetings to the basement of a church in east Durham. 
 FADE’s strategy was to alleviate the impact of the War on Drugs by calling on 
the city to adopt five carefully selected reforms that address both the racist culture of the 
police department and racially discriminatory police practices. The policy 
recommendations, first presented to the city council in September of 2013, are as follows: 
(1) mandate that DPD officers receive written consent to search vehicles; (2) designate 
                                                50	  “Durham FADE Challenges Discriminatory Police Practices”: 
http://www.southerncoalition.org/durham-fade-challenges-discriminatory-police-practices/	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marijuana enforcement as a “lowest law enforcement priority”; (3) require periodic 
review of officer stop, search, and arrest data; (4) order the police department to 
participate in the racial equity training institute (offered locally in Chapel Hill); and (5) 
reform and strengthen the Durham Civilian Police Review Board.51 
 To garner support for these recommendations, FADE members held one-on-one 
meetings with city council members; testified during city council work sessions; attended 
meetings of Durham’s Human Relations Commission (HRC), who Mayor Bill Bell 
tasked with the responsibility of evaluating the policies and with making a formal 
recommendation to the city as to whether or not the polices ought be adopted; received 
the endorsement of nine key organizations in Durham, including the local chapter of the 
NAACP, the Durham People’s Alliance, The Committee on the Affairs of Black People, 
Durham Congregations in Action, and Southerners on New Ground; co-organized rallies 
in front of City Hall and the police station; and hosted public screenings and facilitated 
discussions of the documentary film “The House I Live In” that chronicles the 
consequences of the War on Drugs in the United States. 
 In April of 2014, the HRC concluded their evaluation and not only endorsed the 
five reforms FADE suggested, but recommended an additional twenty-five policy 
changes to alleviate racially discriminatory policing in Durham.52 City officials 
responded by taking a piecemeal approach to incorporating these reforms. As of October 
1, 2014 Durham joins Austin, Texas and Fayetteville, North Carolina as the only three 
cities in the U.S. that require local police to obtain written consent for all vehicle 
                                                51	  Read more about FADE’s policy recommendations here: http://www.durhampa.org/fade_resolution	  	  52	  To review all thirty recommendations made by the Human Relations Commission, please visit: 
http://www.southerncoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/HRCDPDreport.pdf	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searches. In January of 2015 General Order 1050 went into effect, mandating that the 
department begin “the regular analysis of officer stop/search data.” The city now requires 
that all current and future officers participate in a training that address bias in policing 
run by the “Fair and Impartial Policing Program.”53 Mayor Bill Bell did not make 
marijuana a lowest law enforcement priority, but agreed to begin a conversation with key 
city officials to examine the “use of diversion and treatment programs [to] reduce the 
criminal and financial impact of marijuana arrests” (Mance, 2014). Lastly, the city made 
a modest adjustment to the Civilian Review Board, now appointments to the board are 
made by the City Council, rather than the City Manager, giving the public a greater say in 
the process.54 
 The Inside-Outside Alliance (IOA), 2012-Present 
IOA is an explicitly abolitionist, multi-generational and multi-racial group that 
began meeting together biweekly in 2012 “to support the struggles of those inside (or 
formerly inside) the Durham County Jail (DCJ), and their family and friends.” I joined 
IOA in the winter of 2013. IOA maintains “Amplify Voices” a blog that publishes (with 
their consent) the transcribed letters we receive from people inside DCJ. In their letters 
and artwork people on the inside describe the conditions of their confinement, report 
abuse and neglect, share life histories, theorize about (un)freedom, resistance, and justice, 
and request reading material. As often as possible, we choose excerpts from the letters 
                                                
53 FADE members and supporters have cautioned that this training, which can be completed online, is 
insufficient, “given its predominant focus on unconscious, or implicit, bias.” The program, SCSJ attorney 
and FADE member Ian Mance argues, “does not appear to include a holistic assessment of department 
orders, directives and protocols that, though perhaps well-intentioned, may be combining to produce the 
sort of highly racialized outcomes that prompted the community to bring its concerns to the city in the first 
place” (Mance, 2014). 54	  For a more thorough analysis of these policy changes, please visit: 
http://www.southerncoalition.org/success-in-campaign-against-durham-pd-racial-profiling/	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and put together “Feedback” a zine that we send inside so folks can connect with one 
another.55 
 On the outside we organize and host community meetings at local libraries to 
discuss issues at the jail and to determine ways we can support people on the outside who 
have loved ones locked up. We host bi-monthly letter writing nights to try and connect 
more people to our work and to do mass mailings of Feedback. We have organized 
numerous campaigns to get policies at the jail changed, including most recently, efforts to 
end “the lockback,” a new policy that has people confined to their cells twenty-two hours 
a day.56 In addition to advocacy work, we participate in “noise demos” at the jail, protests 
against police violence, and dream up other creative ways to “disrupt the justice system 
and challenge the idea that police and prisons exist to keep us safe” (Amplify Voices, 
2013). 
Public Art Exhibit 
 I designed the (Re)imagining Public Safety Project to be action-oriented, in part, 
by selecting methods that would produce compelling, readily shareable data. Inspired by 
Lisa Frohmann’s (2005) Framing Safety Project (described above), I wanted to include a 
public event component to the research process. At the conclusion of every interview, I 
asked the interviewee whether they would be interested in collaborating with other 
participants to host a public art show to display their photographs and initiate a broader 
conversation about alternatives to prisons and policing.  
                                                55	  Check out Amplify Voices here: http://amplifyvoices.com/  
Read issues of Feedback here: http://amplifyvoices.com/feedback/	  	  56	  To read more about IOA’s efforts to end the lockback, please read our statement “What we believe. 
What we want,” here: http://amplifyvoices.com/2015/05/28/what-we-believe-what-we-want/  
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Most people expressed an interest in finding a way to share the results of the 
project. We have debated if the show should be organized and semi-formal, sort of what 
one would expect to see if they visited an art gallery, or if the show should be more like 
performance art – spontaneous, outdoors, and interactive. The varied vision, paired with 
people’s availability and capacity to take on another endeavor (in addition to work, 
family, and other commitments), has made it challenging to follow through with this 
particular aspect of the project. The current plan is to join forces with a local organization 
that performs a play about police violence and mass incarceration. There is a small 
gallery space adjacent to the theatre where we could hang photographs and create an 
interactive component that invites people to draw, paint, or record their own ideas about 
community safety. The goal is to host this event in the fall of 2015. 
To reiterate, the (Re)imagining Public Safety Project  is a qualitative, 
collaborative, action-oriented project that employs three primary research methods: (1) 
photo-elicitation interviews; (2) participant-observation of local struggles in Durham to 
contest police violence and mass incarceration; and (3) a planned public art exhibit with 
consenting participants. In the following section, I give an overview of how I approached 
data analysis, and then in the final section of this chapter, I discuss the limitations of this 
study in greater detail. 
Data Analysis 
Data analysis in qualitative research is typically considered inductive and  
“circular not linear,” meaning “the stages of analysis may be repeated, overlap or are 
conducted simultaneously” (Hennick, 2007, p. 207). Hennick’s observation that research 
is not linear, nor compartmentalized, aligned with my experience. For example, 
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throughout the course of my fieldwork I jotted down tentative inferences as they came to 
me. I didn’t impose an arbitrary time when analysis could “begin” because data collection 
had “ended.” That being said, when I finished conducting the photo-elicitation 
interviews, I did focus most of my energy on analyzing the results. 
In line with standard practice, I began my analysis by conducting a thematic 
content analysis of the interview transcripts (Kohlbacher, 2006). Themes refer to any 
“topics, issues, concepts, influences, explanations, events, ideas, or other topical markers 
of the discussion” (Hennick, 2007, p.233). In social science research, the development of 
themes is considered a “live” process insofar as themes are created and often modified 
and/or condensed as the data analysis progresses (Hennick, 2007). In my case, I began by 
reading the interview transcripts collectively once through without putting pen to paper. 
During a second read through, I paused to write down a potential theme when it felt like 
one had emerged. Next, I worked to build a brief operational definition for each theme, 
did another read through, and then condensed any themes that felt were repetitive 
(Devlin, 2006).  
The next stage of the process called for me to conduct a descriptive analysis of the 
coded data set. I moved through the interview transcripts once more to “identify all 
segments of text related to a specific theme,” to examine the relationship of each theme 
“across the entire data set” and to employ “descriptive counting” to chart out the 
frequency and consistency of themes that emerge across the multiple interviews 
(Hennick, 2007, pp. 228-229). Over the next couple months, I continuously refined the 
over-arching name of each key theme (i.e. public ethic of care) to be as precise, yet 
encompassing, as possible. 
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I concur with Harper’s (2002) assessment that the participant-generated 
photographs should also be treated as data, because they represent a “record of the 
subject at a particular moment” and in doing so “document several levels of social life” 
(p. 182). I analyzed the photographs participants took as expressions of positionality, 
creativity, and representations contextualized by the specific political, economic, and 
social moment within which they were generated. If all experiences are indeed embedded 
in networks of power, then the purpose of conducting photo elicitation interviews is to 
add dimension to, and illuminate, “the ways that the individual construed the operations 
of power governing [their] actions, thoughts, and desires and on the sense of self that 
[they] developed in [a given] context” (Apostolidis, 2010, p.22). 
The final stage of data analysis is related to theory building and what Burawoy 
(2001) calls the “reconstruction of existing theory,” or the process of putting your data in 
conversation with “wider forces at work, be they the state, the economy, or even the 
world system” in order to refine “rather than reject” pertinent theoretical frameworks (p. 
6). In my case, I read the data from the photo-elicitation interviews for moments when 
participants were theorizing about the meaning of safety, the public, and an array of 
“wider forces” including the state, the economy, racialization, violence, and punishment. 
In this sense, my approach to analyzing the interview data is aligned with an 
epistemological commitment found in grounded theory: that theory ought be generated 
from people’s lived experience (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Malagon, Huber, and Velez, 
2009). Indeed, an central goal of this dissertation is to build an alternative method for 
practicing safety based on the lived experience of people directly impacted by our current 
approach to public safety that relies on banishment, policing, and criminalization. 
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Study Limitations 
All studies have limits and this project is no exception.57 There are several 
limitations to photo-elicitation interviews. One set of limitations has been characterized 
by Clark-Ibanez (2004) as “mundane challenges”: participants losing their camera, taking 
inappropriate pictures, experiencing technical difficulties, and so forth. The more 
substantive limitations are cost, institutional barriers (difficulty receiving approval from 
your Institutional Review Board), ethical considerations raised by the introduction of 
photography, and the lack of a unified or consistent approach to data analysis (Clark-
Ibanez, 2004; Frohmann, 2005).  
I navigated many of these challenges during the course of my research. As I 
previously mentioned, I purchased five cameras for participants to use. There are two left 
now. One was stepped on at the skate park and two were confiscated by the Durham 
Police Department when JP and Chris were arrested and never returned to them. Given 
these challenges, and based on feedback from participants, I would not purchase digital 
cameras again. Most pointedly because carrying around shiny new digital cameras put 
some participants at risk in ways I naively did not anticipate. If to be young, male, and 
Black is to be always already criminalized, possessing a new digital camera is 
unrecognizable from the vantage point of the police as anything other than stolen goods. 
                                                57	  Generally speaking, qualitative research projects typically face questions about validity, reliability, 
researcher ethics, and generalizability. Measures of validity reflect the extent to which the results from a 
given study “accurately reflect the phenomenon under investigation” (Henn et al., 2009, p. 207). Reliability 
refers to whether data collection instruments “accurately and consistently” measure a given concept over 
time and in different settings (Henn, et al., 2009). Generalizability is the extent to which the research 
findings can be applied to the general population. Ward and Schofield (1993) argue that for qualitative 
research generalizability should be conceptualized differently, as “a matter of the ‘fit’ between the situation 
studied and others to which one might be interested in applying the concepts and conclusions of that study” 
(p. 221).	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Moreover, most participants preferred to use their cellphone cameras because, 
unlike the cameras I provided, their phones were always with them, they felt comfortable 
operating them, and using their phones alleviated the stress of being responsible for the 
cameras I loaned them. However, this made it significantly harder for me to acquire the 
photographs, because they could only be transferred to me one at a time via text or by 
email (which required that they first be downloaded from the phone to a computer). Due 
to constraints imposed by the Institutional Review Board (IRB), I had to turn down a 
clever idea from one participant who suggested that for younger people in particular, 
using Instagram and the hashtag #communitysafety would be an easy way for me to 
aggregate photographs. Moving forward, I think that photo elicitation studies, along with 
the IRB, will need to adapt in ways that better reflect how young people are using 
technology in their everyday lives. 
The results of this study are profoundly impacted by place and context. I 
conducted this project in the South during a time when racialized police violence entered 
public consciousness in ways I hadn’t experienced since the beating of Rodney King. 
Locally, the loss of four men of color to police violence in less than a year, paired with a 
push by social justice groups like FADE to call attention to racially discriminatory 
policing practices in Durham, and to question the War on Drugs more broadly, prevented 
city leaders and white liberals in particular from claiming any kind of moral conceit. The 
city was tense, the legitimacy of the police was being called into question, and people’s 
grief and outrage compounded with every bullet, official obfuscation, and non-
indictment. 
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This is all to say that the particular (re)imagining of public safety practices 
captured by this project are limited insofar as they do reflect, and in many ways were co-
created by the circumstances I just described. However, while lack of generalizability is 
often considered a constraint of qualitative research, in this particular circumstance I 
would argue it should be read as a strength. I think that efforts to reimagine the present 
should shy away from being overly prescriptive. My purpose here is to devise alternative 
safety practices that are locally determined, non-state based “experiments in 
interdependence” rather than to generate a uniform or totalizing approach to public 
safety. 
As I hoped to make clear in my statement of positionality, this project is also 
limited by my own analytical and experiential blind spots. The dynamics and 
relationships I chose to focus on likely means that I have under-emphasized and under-
theorized others. In the final chapter, I elaborate further on the limitations of this study. 
There, I focus less on mundane challenges like broken cameras and a small sample size, 
and consider instead, the theoretical and political limitations of my study as a whole. 
Conclusion 
 The purpose of this chapter was to provide the reader with a narrative roadmap of 
my research project and process. To do so, I began by sharing the origin story of what 
became the (Re)imagining Public Safety Project that was followed with a reflexive 
statement. Next, I discussed in detail the methodological framework, including the 
epistemological and ethical commitments that shape this project, and the methods I 
employed to conduct my dissertation research. I concluded by outlining my approach to 
data analysis and delineated a number of limitations that shape this project. In the next 
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chapter, I analyze the findings from the photo-elicitation interviews and situate those 
findings in relation to my primary research questions, as well as the broader theoretical 
and empirical literature and history I unpacked in the first three chapters.  
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CHAPTER 5 
PRACTICING INSURGENT SAFETY IN DURHAM, NORTH CAROLINA 
 
 
Photograph 2: Having Each Other’s Backs 
 
“[We marched] to the Wake County Detention Center and stood in an arc formation 
[listening] to speakers. Everybody is standing together and everybody has put all their 
issues aside to be present in that moment, in support, or to share each other’s pain and 
anguish at their family’s being ripped apart…This photograph symbolizes that we all 
basically, we got each other’s backs, and that is a really significant component to 
community safety to me” 
- Mychal  
 
 
 Mychal, who describes himself as a Black, queer, twenty-one year old, and life-
long Durham resident, took this photograph during the #Not1More national day of action 
on April 5, 2014 in Raleigh, North Carolina.58 As Mychal explains above, this picture 
                                                58	  A project of the National Day Laborer Organizing Network, the #Not1More movement brings together 
myriad efforts that challenge the dehumanization, criminalization, and banishment of undocumented 
peoples in the United States. Intended in part, to serve as a clarion call, #Not1More expresses a joint 
demand: “not one more family destroyed, not one more day without equality, not one more indifferent 
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represents the practice of having “each other’s backs,” of being present to claim and hold 
“pain and anguish” as shared, public feelings; to remember the deported ones, the 
detained ones, the ones who stayed behind, and the ones still in transit. For Mychal, these 
practices are integral to “community safety.”  
 Mychal’s photograph is one example of dozens of pictures people took as 
participants in the (Re)imagining Public Safety Project (RPSP). Through this qualitative, 
collaborative research project, I conducted photo-elicitation interviews to determine what 
community safety looks like from the perspective of people of color who live in Durham, 
North Carolina. My over-arching goal is to amplify alternative ways to respond to and 
prevent harm without relying on banishment (via jail, prison, or deportation), 
criminalization, or the police. To generate these alternative depictions of safety, Mychal 
and others traversed the city to compose photographs in response to two prompts: (a) 
what does community safety look like to you? And (b) the city of Durham spent roughly 
forty-three million dollars on the downtown jail complex. What would you build with 
that money instead?  
 As I described in chapters two and three, this project occurs against a backdrop of 
relentless police violence against Black and Brown people in particular, both in Durham 
and across the U.S. that is emblematic of conditions of racialized domestic warfare 
(Rodriguez, 2007). The primary argument I have advanced thus far is that public safety 
operates as a state-organized biopolitical project that is structured by, and (re)produces, 
conditions of racialized domestic warfare. Under these conditions, in a world where 
“state violence is always rendered invisible [because] cops and soldiers are heroes and 
                                                                                                                                            
reaction to suffering, not one more deportation.” To learn more about this effort, please visit: 
http://www.notonemoredeportation.com/about/  
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what they do is always framed as ‘security,’ protection, and self-defense,” it is imperative 
to (re)imagine safety by centering a politics of abolition and transformative justice praxis 
(Kelley, 2014). 
 In this chapter, I discuss the results that emerged from the seventeen photo 
elicitation interviews I conducted through the (Re)imagining Public Safety Project. Three 
core themes emerged from the PEIs: (1) what I term “a public ethic of care”; (2) counter-
carceral communication; and (3) play. Together, these three themes form a practice of 
what I am provisionally calling “insurgent safety.” My choice to use the language of 
“insurgency” was inspired by the work of critical ethnic studies scholar Dylan Rodriguez 
and that of critical theorist Fred Moten. 
 In his essay “Warfare and the Terms of Engagement,” Rodriguez (2007) urges 
leftist and radical movements to reject the state’s terms of engagement, principally 
racialized domestic warfare and a politics of recognition. To stop, in other words, 
employing strategies and tactics that merely negotiate, massage, and manage the cruelest 
by-products of neoliberal racial capitalism, white supremacy, settler colonialism, and 
heteropatriarchy. Instead, Rodriguez (2007) calls for grassroots movements that are 
rooted in a politics of abolition and “pedagogies of radical dis-identification with the state 
(16).” This reorientation allows for a “progressive identification with the creative 
possibilities of insurgency (16).” Insurgency, Rodriguez continues, names “a politics that 
pushes beyond the defensive maneuvering of ‘resistance’” (p. 16; emphasis in original).  
 Drawing on Rodriguez, I define insurgent safety as locally determined practices, 
ethics, and tactics that generate safety without relying on police, banishment, or 
criminalization. Insurgent safety refuses the state’s terms of engagement through creation 
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rather than defensiveness. Through the enactment of different forms of sociality, of 
fugitive subjectivities and epistemologies, insurgent safety becomes an instantiation of 
the radical imagination. 
 Indeed, to imagine; to create; to flee – these are key verbs in the lexicon of Black 
radical thought. Speaking recently at a public forum in New York City about the Black 
Lives Matter movement, critical theorist and poet Fred Moten (2014) discussed the 
relationship between broken windows policing, what he terms “insurgent Black social 
life,” and the imagination. To contextualize this relationship, Moten begins by drawing 
the audience’s attention to Immanuel Kant’s argument in “Critique of Judgment.” In 
Moten’s reading of this formative philosophical text, Kant “opposes the lawlessness of 
the imagination with the regulatory function of understanding.” Kant conceives of the 
imagination as an expression of “lawless freedom” – it can’t be fully controlled therefore,  
“it must have its wings severely clipped” by the imposition of rationality. 
 Moten then moves the audience into the present by arguing that the regulatory 
function of the police in contemporary society is to destroy broken windows. He offers 
Eric Garner’s death as an example. According to the NYPD, officers approached Garner 
because he was committing a quality of life infraction – selling cigarettes or “loosies” on 
the corner. Refusing this account, Moten counters that Garner’s death wasn’t about him 
as an individual; rather, he constituted a threat insofar as he “instituted an alternative 
marketplace” and embodied “another mode of social life.” In other words, Garner, and 
Black life more generally, are the broken windows that must be destroyed by the police. 
 In poetry, Moten argues, the window often serves as a metaphor for the 
imagination. In the context of broken windows policing then:  
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 To fix a broken window, is to fix another way of imagining the world. To fix it; to 
 regulate it; to exclude it; to incarcerate it, but also at the same time to incorporate 
 it; capitalize upon it; to exploit it, and to accumulate it…The most radical 
 extension of Black social life, is not our response to the state, but our ability to 
 imagine; to enact another way of living on earth.59 
 
Insurgent safety, and the language of “insurgency” more generally, tries to evoke, 
without fixing, the twinned processes of imagination and creation that Moten identifies 
above, and that radical scholar Joao Costa Vargas (2006) alternatively calls “Black 
radical becoming.” For Costa Vargas the emphasis is on a form of liberatory politics that 
is rooted in relational, but non-analogous experiences of racialization, and an ontological 
understanding of Blackness as a perpetual process of becoming. “By emphasizing 
becoming rather than being,” Costa Vargas argues, “this mode of [B]lack politics offers 
both a vital critique of our colonization and a blueprint for the formation of new, ethical, 
and anti-fascist subjectivities and sociabilities” (p. 477). 
 The people’s approach to insurgent safety that I detail in this chapter emerges 
from the incisive political imaginations and daily practices of the Durham residents I 
interviewed for this project; however, taking seriously the arguments made by Moten and 
Costa Vargas above, means that in explicating these alternative “strategies for 
safekeeping,” my goal is to avoid being prescriptive, and instead amplify and discern the 
kinetic potential of insurgent safety for countering racialized domestic warfare in 
Durham. In sum, I employ the language of insurgency to name a set of ethics, 
                                                59	  To listen to this talk in full, please visit: https://vimeo.com/116111740 Moten’s discussion of broken 
window policing, insurgent Black social life, and the imagination begins at 07:23. It is also important to 
note that Moten doesn’t ignore the fact that the imagination is “racialized, sexualized, and gendered within 
the Western philosophical tradition.” However, Moten saves “decolonizing the imagination” for another 
talk.  
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movements, and practices through which a new mode of safety is (ceaselessly) enacted, 
refusing the state’s terms of engagement through creation. 
 In what follows, I unpack each of these themes in greater detail; however, before 
explicating each theme, I begin where participants often did during our interviews, by 
considering the presence of the prison industrial complex in their daily lives. As I 
illustrate the components of insurgent safety, I also sift through, and try to make some 
sense of the inevitable contradictions that arose as people shared their stories and 
freedom dreams with me. I conclude by returning to the concept of insurgent safety to 
examine its potential and its limitations for both countering racialized domestic warfare 
and reworking contemporary understandings of justice. 
‘I Know What Safety Isn’t’: 
Charting the Presence of the Prison Industrial Complex 
 During many of the interviews, participants expressed an incisive analysis of the 
presence of the prison industrial complex (PIC) in their daily lives. Often this charting 
began with a first-hand account of interpersonal or state violence. For example, Robert, 
who describes himself as a Black man in his forties, married, with three children, was 
seriously wounded in 2013 when he was hit by a stray bullet in his front yard. The near 
fatal injury was the result of a dispute between two people down the street that turned 
violent. When local reporters interviewed Robert about his experience, they most likely 
expected to hear an all too familiar, and deeply racialized and gendered narrative, about 
retributive justice and gang violence. However, Robert surprised reporters when he said 
he had no interest in seeing the young men arrested and thrown in jail. Instead, Robert 
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thought city leaders should respond to his shooting by forming a task force to develop 
strategies that address the root causes of violence.  
 Robert’s structural reframing, and refusal to indict those responsible for his near 
death, generated a good deal of attention throughout the city. Assuming city leaders 
would ignore his provocation, Robert took it upon himself to determine the root causes of 
violence in his neighborhood: 
 So what I did was talk to some of the people in the neighborhood and ask [them] 
 ‘why did I have to get shot out here in my front yard?’ And you know a lot of the 
 answer is because people were criminalized early, they have records, they can’t 
 get jobs. Out here, hustling is the only answer to survival, and what do you tell to 
 somebody – just like in the [documentary] The House I Live In – [when] the 
 company in the street is drugs and that’s where you go to get work, because IBM 
 is not on the corner? 
 
 Other participants confirmed Robert’s analysis of the myriad ways criminalization 
impinges concretely on people’s everyday lives. For example, Terrance, who describes 
himself as a thirty-three year old, African American father of two, grew up in a small 
town in eastern North Carolina, where he “survived” many run-ins with local law 
enforcement. “In regards to safety and the police,” he told me, “I have never felt safe.” 
To illustrate his point, Terrance told me a particularly harrowing tale of being assaulted 
by the police when he was just nineteen years old: 
 I was followed home and beat up in my own front yard by the police, not in my 
 neighbor’s yard, in my yard, because of a broken taillight that’s all. And they 
 searched through my vehicle; they even pulled the lint out of my pockets looking 
 for drugs [and] paraphernalia. They didn’t find it, but what I came to realize was 
 they attack Black [people] at a young age to give them felonies…and that 
 [practice] stops any, any steps for advancement, so now you are 18 you have a 
 felony, you can’t get a job, you can’t get into housing; these things are essential to 
 safety and to quality of life. 
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 Both Robert and Terrance offer a powerful critique of public safety practices in 
the United States. Their experiences and analysis suggest that the very things that 
generate safety and enhance the quality of our lives – gainful employment, economic 
stability, secure housing, bodily integrity, and so on – are precisely what criminalization, 
banishment, and policing, arguably the pillars of public safety, make impossible for 
people who are poor, of color, mentally ill, gender non-conforming, and/or without 
documentation.  
 Lisa Marie Cacho’s (2012) work on criminalization is instructive here. Cacho 
suggests that some groups in the United States are permanently criminalized and thereby 
ineligible for personhood: “as populations subjected to laws but refused the legal means 
to contest those laws as well as denied both the political legitimacy and moral credibility 
to question them” (p. 6). To be criminalized is to traffic in a liminal space of “racialized 
rightlessness” where one is unrecognizable as a rights-bearing subject and “foreclosed 
from the possibility of being law abiding” (Cacho, 2012). In an era where race can no 
longer serve as an official marker of social value and human-ness, “criminal” demarcates 
those groups that are not only not eligible for state protection as right-less subjects, but 
also become the target of public safety strategies like broken windows policing.  
 Robert’s call for a structural analysis that considers the roots of violence is also 
generative, because it resituates public safety practices and the criminal “justice” system 
within a broader framework that considers racism, state violence, and the political 
economy of crime and punishment as inter-related, and mutually reinforcing systems of 
power. For example, downtown Durham is in the midst of a rapid gentrification process, 
a fact that came up in a number of interviews. Many participants commented on the 
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“urban renewal” efforts of city leaders that enable an influx of certain types of people, in 
part, through the eradication of undesirable populations from public spaces downtown:60 
 The city of Durham says, like, ‘these areas are in the red zone, so let’s scrap them, 
 and [invite] the hipsters and the wealthy folks to buy up this property. These 
 Black and Brown people, these squatters, these people who have nested here 
 or who have lived here for like over thirty years, to hell with them’…I feel like 
 the problem is that [local politicians] they want Durham to be booming, they want 
 to bring Durham [back] from the ashes no matter the cost [and] silence all of us 
 who feel differently. They tell us ‘yeah, we tear gassed you, but so what get over 
 it; be quiet, and you know, eat local.’ 
 
 Mychal’s sardonic conclusion reflects his disgust with city officials’ carrot (albeit 
locally grown no doubt) and stick approach to managing the dissent fueled by 
gentrification. In his annual “State of City Address,” eight term Durham Mayor Bill Bell 
identified two high priority, strategic goals for the city: (a) safe & secure community and 
(b) thriving, livable neighborhoods. According to Mayor Bell, achieving these 
interconnected goals depends upon reducing crime through community-police 
partnerships and eliminating poverty through “continued revitalization efforts.”61 Indeed, 
a majority of the address is dedicated to reauthorizing the War on Poverty. However, 
participants’ troubled Mayor Bell’s rhetorical empathy for the poor and concern for 
safety and livable communities. To give just one example: 
 Here in Durham, and I love Durham, for Bill Bell to say, ‘I’m going to fight 
 poverty’ and ‘we’re going to have a war on poverty,’ and [then] I drive in certain 
 neighborhoods and there [are] dilapidated houses everywhere, and I get calls from 
 small landlords who can’t afford to fix up their houses that have been condemned 
                                                60	  In 2013, the Durham City Council passed an anti-panhandling ordinance citing “public safety” as the 
primary reason for the ordinance, though council members also cited complaints from tourists and 
downtown business owners. The revised ordinance placed further restrictions on panhandling in public (it is 
already illegal to panhandle after dark, near banks, and at transit stations), including imposing a $250 dollar 
fine (Sorg, 2013). The ordinance resulted in a significant uptick in the number of arrests of homeless people 
and after much agitation by Durham residents, faith leaders, and local attorneys the city ultimately voted to 
repeal the new restrictions. 61	  The full text of Mayor Bell’s speech is available here: 
http://durhamnc.gov/ich/mayor/Documents/soc_speech_020314.pdf  
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 by the city, and then I turn down Blackwell Street and see an eighteen million 
 dollar  renovation to the Durham Bull’s stadium, a brand new courthouse, a brand 
 new jail, but no one can bring money into the neighborhoods and build up 
 houses? It’s a little backwards to me. You can get on TV and say I’m going to end 
 poverty, but I’m going to gentrify the south side; I’m going to take these houses 
 from the ones that live here and we’re going to promise them that they can come 
 back, but we’re not going to [tell them they] won’t be able to afford it when [they] 
 come back. 
 
 This pointed analysis traces the flow of funds turned into brick and mortar 
edifices to demonstrate the unevenness of downtown revitalization efforts, but also to 
highlight the ways in which these efforts typically correspond with an expansion of the 
carceral state. Urban renewal often does create “livable neighborhoods” for members of 
the creative class, who are mostly white and financially secure, sometimes queer, largely 
well educated, and often liberal. However, insofar as the realization of “thriving, livable 
neighborhoods” and the elimination of poverty is only conceivable when wedded to “a 
new courthouse and a brand new jail,” as Terrance observes, the neoliberal logics guiding 
revitalization efforts merely reproduce and further entrench extant hierarchies of power 
and difference, and hegemonic understandings of safety (Hanhardt, 2013). 
 The prison industrial complex materializes in the everyday life of participants 
then, through direct experience with police surveillance, violence, and harassment, and 
the rapid gentrification of Durham, marking a racialized geography of dispossession. 
Kendrick, a twenty-two year old gifted, yet taciturn hip-hop artist, who has resided in 
Durham his entire life, uses evocative imagery to describe what it is like to live under 
conditions of racialized domestic warfare: “[In school] I can’t even really get to know 
what an ecosystem is, because I feel like I am hunted by the police before I [can even] 
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figure out what kind of world I live in. Honestly, I live in hell right now.” I asked him to 
explain what it felt like to “live in hell”: 
 It feels like we are going to be a part of the last Black society. It feels like they 
 [the police] are cutting off our seeds, like these are Black and Brown males that 
 are getting killed young before they have children, you know? And those are 
 seeds. I mean woman are also involved, but when you kill a man, you are killing 
 the seed of a generation, and they don’t really see it that way, they just see it as 
 something that can be sacrificed but nobody should be sacrificed. 
 
 Kendrick’s necropolitical analysis of police violence privileges a form of 
patriarchal, heterosexual, Black masculinity that has rightly been troubled, particularly 
through women of color feminist critiques of the Black power movement (see for 
example Berger, 2014; Joseph, 2006); however, for the purposes of this discussion, I 
want to underscore his observation that the systematic state-sanctioned killing of young 
Black and Brown men in the United States approximates genocide. To live in hell is to 
experience heightened vulnerability to physical, social, and civil death, not as 
abstractions, but instead as an ever-present potentiality that structures daily life (see 
Gilmore, 2007; Costa-Vargas, 2006; Rodriguez, 2012). 
 Not surprisingly, direct experience with state violence led some participants to 
conclude that the criminal justice system is not redeemable. “The structure of racism, the 
structure of repression,” Nina explained to me, “is embedded in the way our systems 
work. So the systems aren’t broken they are doing what they were set up to do, to oppress 
and disenfranchise.” Another participant, Harriet, offered a similar analysis: I don’t use 
the word reform, try not to use the word reform at all, because I don’t believe that these 
systems that exist now can or should be reformed. I believe that they are all doing exactly 
what they are created to do.” 
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 Indeed, prison abolitionists argue that reforms are one of the primary ways the 
PIC continues to grow. The “broken system” narrative is central to this process – 
constantly allowing the system to recuperate legitimacy by fixing what is supposedly 
malfunctioning (Davis, 2006; Gilmore, 2007). In an interview published in The New 
Inquiry, critical gender studies scholar and abolitionist Eric Stanley (2014) suggests that 
people accept and rearticulate the broken system narrative, in part because “we have a 
scarcity of language around the intensity of its violence.” This scarcity leads us to rely on 
language we are familiar with, like brokenness, repair, and reform. Consequently, the 
common sense of the PIC “remains entrenched” and we “sabotage our own chances of 
living otherwise.”62 
 By rejecting the assertion that the criminal justice system is broken, Nina and 
Harriet not only challenge this hegemonic narrative, but also open up a space to theorize 
and rework meanings of freedom, justice, and safety. For example, rejecting reform 
enables Terrance to pose a rhetorical question: “the police weren’t needed until slavery 
was abolished, right?” And then form an answer that contains a transformative vision of 
self-determination: “So the system is just reshaping and reforming in this day and age, so 
I think it’s up to us to do the same thing; to liven up ourselves, taking pages from the 
history books of how to be resourceful on our own.” Likewise, Robert’s encounters with 
the police moved him to conclude: “safety is something that communities have to do for 
themselves. The police can’t do it.”  
 Rejecting reformism then, is also a way to refuse the state’s terms of engagement 
and move toward a more radical democratic practice that centers self-determination and 
                                                62	  To read the interview with Eric Stanley in full, please visit: http://thenewinquiry.com/features/the-
carceral-state/  
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creation, key components of a practice of insurgent safety. Harriet, a well-known 
community organizer in Durham and the heart and soul of Spirithouse, a Black cultural 
arts collective, explains this very clearly: 
 [Spirithouse] became a part of a vision that one of our beloved comrades K.B. had 
 around what it would mean to have communities that were not dependent on the 
 state and that were actually actively combating state violence by building 
 community, and so the questions [became]: what would it take to be able to 
 resolve our own conflicts? What would it take to create a community where harm 
 actually is not happening? What would it take to have individuals really critique 
 the cop in their own head? So that we are not judging people based on some false 
 assumptions that we have about society, and who we should be. So we made a 
 decision here back in 2008 to shift from a defensive mode of organizing towards 
 creation…So what are the things we need to feel safe? To know that all of our 
 needs are met, and what would happen in a community if that was actually true? 
 
 Through the (Re)imagining Public Safety Project, I think participants have come 
up with some speculative responses to Harriet’s provocative and urgent questions. In 
what follows, I outline the three core themes that emerged from the photo-elicitation 
interviews. These three themes – a public ethic of care; counter-carceral communication; 
and play – form the core of what I term “insurgent safety.”  
‘You Have to Be Willing to Be Visible’: Building A Public Ethic of Care 
 Messages about how to stay safe often instruct us to be vigilant and protect 
ourselves from interpersonal harm through a series of defensive maneuvers, such as: 
locking doors and windows, shutting the blinds, installing home alarm systems, carrying 
lethal and non-lethal weapons on our person, reporting suspicious activities and people, 
avoiding interactions with strangers, and so on (Cole and Lee, 2011). However, the 
results from the (Re)imagining Public Safety Project (RPSP) tell a very different story 
about safety. In contrast to anti-Black public safety practices that employ banishment, 
criminalization, and law enforcement to protect certain groups of people, RPSP 
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participants articulated a mode of practice I am calling “insurgent safety” that is anchored 
by what I term “a public ethic of care.”  
 A public ethic of care is characterized by an epistemological reorientation away 
from individualism and toward interdependency and by a practice of mutual aid. In the 
following section, I discuss how participants theorized a public ethic of care. To envision 
a world without police and prisons is, after all, to simultaneously determine new ways of 
relating to one another and providing for people’s needs. If we refuse state protection, 
how will we care for our selves and others?  
From Individualism to Interdependency 
 During interviews, participants consistently expressed an intuitive response to the 
question I posed above, recognizing that the project of reimagining public safety 
necessitates a breakdown of the types of ethics racial capitalism rewards, like 
competition, meritocracy, hard work, and individualism. Indeed, confronting 
individualism was often an entry point for a broader discussion about shifting how we 
relate to one another: 
 Because of individualism there is a disconnect with each other, so that we don’t 
 really care about each other, but we say we do. You know though, if you really 
 care about your community that means there are no lengths to what you would do 
 for your community. If you care about the world and you understand that the 
 world isn’t just you and your family, it’s you and the person who lives right 
 across the street from you, like it’s our world not just yours. So, if you care about 
 the world you’re talking about the world that you walk every day and the world 
 that you don’t walk every day. 
 
 Here, Kendrick juxtaposes the disconnection caused by individualism, which 
fractures our ability to genuinely care for one another, with interdependency to 
demonstrate how he understands the difference between these two orientations to the 
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world. Participants often used friend and kinship networks as a referent to discuss 
interdependency. This exchange between Chris and JP is a good example: 
 Chris: If you don’t have trust with your friends, then your relationship and your 
 friendship is going to fall apart…[JP interrupts] 
 
 JP: Yeah, on a big scale we can do that [build trust] with everybody. Those who 
 push each other away need to still know as a community that we still have each 
 other’s back. 
 
 Chris: That’s what we need. Togetherness. So, I feel like everybody of all races 
 should be able to come together for the sake of the community. They all need to 
 realize that everything that’s going on in the community, [it] may not affect you 
 directly, but it affects somebody directly. 
 
 Here, we could read “the community” as standing in as some sort of romanticized 
placeholder, one that presumes a certain type of shared-ness, and seduces us to ignore the 
ways liberal discourses of “community” reproduce extant relations of domination and 
exploitation (Joseph, 2002). I want to offer a more generous reading of Kendrick, JP, and 
Chris’s rendering of community. What I hear is not a presumption of “community” but 
rather a thinking through of how a practice of interdependency grounded in trust, 
mutuality, and shared vulnerability could bring into being a resistant mode of community 
that does not include the police or prisons.  
 Resistant modes of community are integral to abolishing racial capitalism and the 
violent relationships that reproduce it. Public safety is one such relationship. As I have 
argued, it is secured through violence, because it requires people to accept relative safety 
in exchange for the banishment, policing, and criminalization of socially undesirable 
groups and/or alternative ways of living and being in the world. The pedagogical function 
of key institutions like the state, media, and civil society is, in part, to reauthorize 
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legitimacy for a range of normative ideas and policies while obscuring the violence that 
tethers our allegiance to them (Rodriguez, 2007; Aganthangelou, et al., 2008). 
 Participants recognized racial capitalism as one such allegiance that is particularly 
devastating. For Harriet, the fact that we live in “a very individualistic society [is] 
strategic, [because] for capitalism to thrive it has to be this way.” In her opinion, the 
individualism endemic to racial capitalism encourages people to “reject the whole 
concept of communal thinking and living. People don’t want to hear that.” Or, as Mychal 
put it more flippantly, “everybody feels like what you are supposed to do with your 
money is treat yourself to really stupid stuff.” 
 Some participants spoke specifically about how intra and inter-class politics 
fracture solidarities, undermining efforts to transform how people respond to harm and 
care for one another. For example, Kendrick sees “ a lot of Black people who have 
money and turn their heads to stuff like this [police violence], because they are 
comfortable, but they [law enforcement] are eliminating us one by one all over this 
country, and if you think that they hold you any higher, you are definitely delusional!” 
Similarly, when I asked Kwame, an eighteen-year-old high school senior, if he could 
imagine a world where people respond to harm without the police, he didn’t hesitate to 
say, “In a capitalist society I don’t think that’s possible.” I asked him to elaborate: 
 I would love for things to be changed, but it’s a dog eat dog world where 
 everybody needs to watch out for themselves…with the way things are, if you are 
 not already up top, then in order by standards of what people call the “American 
 Dream” you would have to make sure you get yourself to where you need to be 
 before you can worry about helping others. 
 
 Racial capitalism, and its attendant economic ideology neoliberalism, creates 
what anthropologist Aihwa Ong (2006) calls “ethical regimes.” Ethical regimes produce 
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“particular forms of self-conduct” that are “invested with a moral calculus about more or 
less worthy subjects, practices, lifestyles, and visions of the good” (Ong, 2006, pp. 21-
22). Under racial capitalism, competition, greed, personal responsibility, individualism, 
entrepreneurialism, and possessing a “dog eat dog” mentality are valued forms of self-
conduct. As Kendrick and Kwame note, people internalize and reproduce ethical regimes, 
severely inhibiting our ability to practice more liberatory forms of sociality. 
 “What does it mean,” Harriet asks, “to live with a communal mentality?” How 
can we, as another participant Issa urges, “get at a counter ethics like caring for one 
another?” Dismantling racial capitalism, as some participants suggest, is clearly integral 
to the project of adopting interdependency as a worldview and (re)imagining tactics for 
safekeeping that move us away from banishment, policing, and criminalization. 
Participants articulated several ideas about how to bring into being a public ethic of care 
rooted in interdependency. I have grouped these under the theme of “mutual aid.” 
‘We’re All Outcasts Over Here’: Daily Practices of Mutual Aid 
 The concept of mutual aid is most famously associated with the Russian anarchist 
Peter Kropotkin. While a full discussion of Kropotkin’s work is beyond the scope of this 
chapter, it is important to unpack his concept of “mutual aid.” Contrary to social 
Darwinism (i.e. “survival of the fittest”), Kropotkin argues that cooperation, not 
competition, is the driving evolutionary force of all social life (Dugatkin, 2012). 
Kropotkin drew this conclusion through years of study and observation, first of animals 
and then humans. 
 Kropotkin spent extensive time in Siberia, where his belief in mutual aid and 
political commitment to anarchism was solidified (Dugatkin, 2012). One of Kropotkin’s 
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most influential observations regarded Siberian peasant life. The peasants often endured 
harsh environmental conditions without governmental support. In fact, the farther a 
peasant village was from centralized government, the more a given village engaged in 
mutual aid practices (Dugatkin, 2012).  
 Political theorist James Scott examines this correlation more thoroughly in his 
two prominent texts, The Art of Not Being Governed and Seeing Like a State. Scott 
details how the state renders a population “legible” and thus more governable through a 
combination of “state simplifications” (i.e. official languages, censuses, standard units of 
measurement, birth certificates) and “high-modernist ideology” (Scott, 1998). For those 
in power, the incentives to render a population and topography legible are clear: this 
enables governments and state actors to make “discriminating interventions” through 
“appropriation, control, and manipulation” (Scott, 1998, pp.77-78). 
 Historically, violence is a constitutive component of “state-making” projects – 
captivity, slavery, genocide in all its forms, the imposition of wage labor, the destruction 
of the commons, and so forth – have always generated resistance. One form of collective 
resistance is flight or maroonage. Maroon encampments, or what Scott (2009) calls 
“zones of refuge” are spaces where aggrieved people flee in order to resist state violence 
and practice fugitive forms of sociality and subsistence that counter state-capitalist logics 
such as hierarchy, individualism, and competition (Scott, 2009). It is through the study of 
this particular form of resistance that many activists and/or scholars have constructed and 
amplified alternative theories and practices of living and being in the world. Mutual aid is 
one such practice. 
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 Broadly conceived then, mutual aid is a practice of “passionate reciprocity” 
(Chen, Dulani, Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2011), or of cooperative exchange, wherein people 
voluntarily come together to offer one another practical, emotional, or monetary support, 
and resources. In the introduction, Nina defined community safety as people coming 
together to look out for one another, but no one claiming, “you owe me.” Later during 
our interview, Nina explained in greater detail what a practice of mutual aid looks like: 
“it happens through relationship building. How many places are you willing to talk? How 
visible are you willing to be? I think when neighbors are out here being willing to be 
visible and show that we are caring and looking out, then it doesn’t allow for real harm to 
take place so openly.” In this sense then, mutual aid is generative; it creates an 
environment where safety is enhanced through collective practice.  
 Growing and sharing food was one practice of mutual aid that came up frequently 
during interviews. For example, Xochitl, a 23-year-old Chicana, born in Mexico and 
raised in the U.S, took this photograph for RPSP: 
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Figure 3: The Community Feeding One Another is Safety 
 
 “We need places where can grow food” she explained, showing the picture to me. 
“Where we can have food for our community to eat so everyone is fed well.” Xochitl 
dreamed of huge orchards and farms that were collectively operated and open to anyone 
who wanted grow or harvest or both. We shared the following dialogue about growing 
food and mutual aid: 
 Xochitl: I think that the community should work as a team, as a whole, you know 
 like everybody shares their ideas, and then comes to a whole conclusion, working 
 together like that. I’m thinking about farming for example. One family could 
 grow their own stuff and another family would grow something 
 different…[pauses] 
 
 Meg: Then people exchange the different things they grow with one another? 
 
 Xochitl: Right, but not based on money. That’s the most important thing. 
 
 The idea of coming together to share skills, resources, and to provide support was 
woven throughout many participant narratives. When I asked Carlos, a 28 year old Latino 
skater, and Xochitl’s partner, how he would repurpose the forty-three million dollars the 
city spent on the downtown jail complex, he told me that as a child there were “people in 
our communities that would teach us how to do things, like play an instrument.” Sharing 
this memory sparked an idea, Carlos said he would use the money to “build houses” 
where people of all generations, but particularly youth, could come to “chill and take 
classes.” I asked him what kinds of classes he would offer there: “Whatever people 
wanted to learn. If you have a trade or know how to do something, you can teach others 
there.” 
 “Yes!” Xochitl exclaimed excitedly after hearing Carlos’ vision. “Instead of 
putting money into jails, immigration detention centers, prisons, and police stations,” she 
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argued, “we should have more cultural centers. What we would call ‘casas de cultura’ in 
which we learn how to make things, like for example how to create energy in a way that 
doesn’t pollute…or how to make our own soaps and clothes, and many other things.”   
 Participants envisioned many additional forms and practices of mutual aid, 
including but not limited to: free, collective housing that turns no one away; 
neighborhood safety patrols where residents knock on neighbors’ doors to “make sure 
things are ok”; a community resource fund that pool peoples’ money together to cover 
things like emergencies, travel to see loved ones, medical expenses, and “fun stuff like 
community parties”; and a free daycare collective staffed by a rotating group of 
neighbors. 
 Mutual aid was also conceptualized as a response to harm: 
 When we talk about how safety gets compromised, and generally it is through 
 events, so there’s violent events and then there are events that traumatize people 
 like losing their home, losing their jobs, and that is when we need community to 
 create a safety net, a social safety net meaning: what can we do to help our 
 neighbors to save their home? What can we do to help our neighbors if a parent is 
 on drugs and the child is in danger of being lost to, for lack of a better term – the 
 street? That’s what helps to make things safe. 
 
 Here, Robert shifts the meaning of a social safety net by reweaving it with the 
connective threads of interdependency and mutual aid. This is an important move, 
because in popular discourse the idea of providing state assistance, or welfare, to people 
in need has been decried by conservative and liberal politicians who rely on racially 
gendered tropes to pathologize people in poverty. For example, “culture of poverty” 
narratives teach us that poor people, especially Black mothers, are indolent and happy to 
feed off the government. Comparatively, we are taught that undocumented mothers may 
work hard, but they have too many children (“anchor babies!”) and are a drain on 
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government resources. Similar to the way that narratives of criminality and violence 
operate, the culture of poverty thesis individualizes and decontextualizes the experience 
of being poor in the U.S., deflecting attention away from the state’s role in facilitating the 
gutting of the welfare state, and implementing a series of harmful neoliberal reforms. 
 Robert challenges this rhetoric and its attendant policies by suggesting that when 
people experience traumatic events they need an organized network of care that can 
provide support, healing, and resources. As some participants astutely recognized, 
enacting a public ethic of care that counters neoliberal logics of self-management, 
personal liberty, and individual responsibility requires radically different political, 
economic, and social arrangements. Activist-scholar Alexis Gumbs (2008) uses the 
African concept of Ubuntu (I am because you are) to describe the kinds of social 
relationships a politics of abolition brings into being: 
When we take a stance that says we will go for the root cause and not criminalize 
each other for harmful actions that are already linked to wider structures of harm 
and processes of growth and learning, we can free each other to take 
responsibility for harmful actions that occur in our communities instead of trying 
to fabricate an impossible innocence. I am because we are. This means we are all 
necessary to each other and we are all involved in each other’s actions for worse 
and also for better (pp. 152-153). 
 
Interdependence, Harriet told me, is the “constant care of individuals and each 
other to the fullest degree and it is communal. [Everyone] has to agree to the fact that no 
one gets thrown away.” By refusing banishment as a response to harm, interdependence 
and mutual aid subvert the binary thinking upon which the logic of state protection 
thrives and challenges one of the key teachings of the carceral state: that we cannot take 
care of one another. To practice a public ethic of care is to recuperate resistant modes of 
community structured by interdependence and mutual aid. Abolishing racial capitalism is 
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central to reclaiming safety “without sacrificing ourselves” (Southern California Library, 
2007). 
 At the close of each interview, I would ask folks to respond to two related 
questions. First, I asked them to identify the three most important ingredients for public 
safety. I followed up by asking them to discuss what barriers they think prevent us from 
practicing safety beyond police and prisons. I received a consistent response to both 
questions: “communication.” In the next section I examine this theme in greater detail. 
Why is “a new language” integral to a different practice of safety? What is the 
relationship between language and what critical criminologist Judah Schept (2012) terms 
“hegemonic carcerality”? In other words, how do people come to imagine, embody, and 
reproduce logics that rationalize and reinforce the idea that “the key to safety is 
aggression” and how are language and communication pivotal to efforts to imagine 
otherwise? 
‘We Need a New Language’: Counter-carceral Communication 
 As I sat with Nina on her front porch, she gestured to a house across the street 
with a steep staircase leading to a back entrance. Nina’s neighbor is an elderly woman 
who suffers from asthma. Many residents in the neighborhood look after “Miss H.,” Nina 
shared with me, offering her resources like transportation or manual labor to help keep 
the yard up. When Miss H. climbs the back staircase, Nina keeps an especially close eye 
on her “to make sure she gets up those stairs.”  
 As she detailed the ways in which neighbors care for Miss H., Nina began to think 
about the important role communication plays in generating modes of safety that are not 
reliant upon banishment, policing, and criminalization. Glancing once again at Miss H.’s 
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staircase, then looking back over to me, she asked rhetorically: “How do we 
communicate if someone has fallen in some sort of harm’s way?” Nina paused briefly to 
consider her response and then continued: 
 Sometimes we don’t communicate out of shame. Like, if I’m hungry I should be 
 able to communicate to my neighbor that I’m hungry, because if we have that 
 sense of community [then] I’m going to see to it that you’re fed in some way or 
 another, [like] if I’m growing some veggies in my garden. So when I say 
 communication, it’s on all levels; it’s the modality of communication; it’s the 
 open heart of communication; the ability to communicate without shame or 
 judgment, and to be able to communicate when there is a harm. So like if me and 
 my neighbor have a dispute, we need to be able to communicate that early on, not 
 two years later when it’s festered so much that we can’t stand each other, and we 
 don’t even know where it started.  So communication is a huge safety mechanism 
 for so many reasons. How does that work? We have to build relationships and that 
 willingness. 
 
 In this powerful meditation, Nina makes evident both the barriers that make 
dialogue difficult – fear, shame, vulnerability, lack of trust – and the generative potential 
of communication as a safety mechanism for preventing and/or responding to harm(s). Of 
course, as Nina carefully notes, it is a mistake to presume that “a sense of community” 
already exists in a given place. Before a person can go to their neighbor, share that they 
are hungry, and trust they will be fed, requires in advance the creation of a network of 
care that supports what Nina calls “an open heart of communication.”  
 However, as she points out, in many cases there is no such pre-existing 
community, which is not to say there isn’t the capacity to build one, but that the barriers 
Nina identified above, paired with the circulation of racialized and gendered public 
feelings about safety, harm, and violence, often fracture our ability to use communication 
as a tool for harm reduction (Jackson and Meiners, 2011). For example:  
 In this day and age we don’t know how to respond to the police, or incidents that 
 really don’t have any regard for the police. You don’t have to call the police, you 
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 know? And communication is very important, but we’ve lost that. How? Where?  
 Growing up, I was taught to be a man, to own up to certain things, and to be 
 responsible, and accountable for your actions. With  that being said, I can handle 
 any confrontation, or any situation without it escalating to any point of having to 
 call the police. In this day and age we are taught ratchet-ness, so we don’t even 
 get to a point of diffusing the situation, or neutralizing a situation. We are 
 [amped] up too much already [so] somebody has to call the police. 
 
 As a young person, Terrance was taught that being a man meant taking 
responsibility for one’s actions and learning how to de-escalate conflict to prevent further 
harm. For Terrance, the performance of masculinity he was taught growing up is a 
metaphor for a style of communication that he argues has been “lost.” Today, Terrance 
observes, people are “taught rachet-ness” in place of de-escalation, resulting in an 
unnecessary reliance on police intervention.  
 Importantly, Terrance draws our attention to the site of the family as a key place 
where common sense ideas about retribution and the need for the police, for example, are 
reproduced and legitimated.  As scholars have pointed out, allegiance to, and ideas about, 
punishment and retribution traffic as cultural practices; that is they are reproduced “out 
there” through media representations and political rhetoric, but also “in here [through] 
our everyday negotiations and productions of the social world” (Schept, 2012, p. 77; see 
also Brown, 2009; Cusac, 2009). 
 For Foucault (1995), the social reproduction of hegemony is a reflection of what 
he terms the “carceral continuum” – the diffusion of the logics, techniques, and norms of 
the prison throughout a range of institutions and into the social body. “The most 
important effect” of the carceral continuum, Foucault (1995) argues, “is that it succeeds 
in making the power to punish natural and legitimate, in lowering at least the threshold of 
tolerance to penality” (p. 301). For example, as I noted earlier, several participants spoke 
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powerfully about their experiences of state violence, particularly at the hands of the 
police. However, these experiences did not necessary lead to the conclusion that the 
police should be abolished. I often heard statements like: “we still need the police” or 
“there is a time and a place for the police.”  
 These responses are emblematic of what Schept (2013) terms “a carceral habitus.” 
The carceral habitus refers to the “corporal and discursive inscription of carcerality into 
individual and community bodies” (p. 71). Importantly, as Schept’s work demonstrates, 
even people who describe themselves as “progressive” often operate from a “dis/juncture: 
a disposition toward incarceration and punishment that is at once distinct and, crucially 
bounded by and inscribed with the logics and practices of mass incarceration” (p. 72).  
 Schept’s point that progressives also reproduce the violence of the carceral state is 
instructive here. A few of the people I interviewed are local activists and understood that 
carceral logics traffic even within leftist and radical spaces. For example, June, a twenty-
one year old Black woman, activist, and recent college graduate, described her 
experience of sexual harassment in organizing work we had done together in Durham: 
You probably have noticed I have discontinued working with the coalition, but 
that had a lot to do with my feelings of safety in the space, because after starting 
to work with the coalition, I began to date P. and he was very verbally coercive 
about sex, and it was to a point that I didn’t feel like I would be safe around him. 
 
Understandably, this experience left June feeling “disillusioned” and contributed to her 
growing sense that “the work women typically do in [activist] spaces isn’t appreciated or 
valued. We are disposable.”  
 June had also done a lot of organizing around white supremacy and sexual 
violence on her campus. She felt “weary,” and questioned the possibilities of liberatory 
  160 
social transformation given that all too often “we can’t even feel safe with each other.” 
June paused and then shared the following anecdote: 
 [The other day] I was actually talking to T. and we were having this conversation 
with some of our other friends, and [T.] was saying that he feels with the U.S. 
increasingly becoming like a police state, people are going to have to take up 
arms and defend themselves. This was a conversation [T. had] with mostly 
women and we were all looking at each other and [then] one of his female friends 
said, “I just don’t trust men” and I said I feel the same way, because there’s a lot 
of things we have to overcome, and [in the meantime] I don’t want you to be 
walking around with a gun. 
 
 June and her friends recognize that the “things we have to overcome” are 
operative at multiple scales, from structural expressions of state violence to interpersonal 
violence within our own friend groups and within our own homes. Our relationships and 
organizing circles are often sites where “we replicate state violence…we replicate 
criminalization, demonization, we exile people” even as we simultaneously struggle to 
abolish these very same systems of oppression (Mingus, 2015).63 
 Another “dis/juncture” became apparent when I asked interviewees for ideas 
about how we could respond to harm in world without police. Some folks rearticulated 
hegemonic conceptions of punishment. Carlos, for example, advocated for public 
beatings, while Jonathan suggested execution (depending on the type of harm that had 
occurred), and Kwame sanctioned life in “some type of prison.” Critical criminologist 
Ray Michalowski (2007) argues that many people in the United States have a “deeply 
rooted cultural attachment to ideas of regenerative violence, the conviction that proactive 
force not only solves problems, but also brings into being a new and better world” (p. 
                                                63	  To read the full interview with Mia Mingus, please visit: http://bluestockingsmag.com/2015/04/21/care-
under-conditions-of-capitalism-white-supremacy-an-interview-with-mia-mingus/	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74). This cultural attachment to violence clearly informed participants’ everyday 
understandings of safety, responses to harm, and justice.  
 Throughout the course of the interviews then, participants openly wrestled with 
the tension of living within and struggling against “the corporal and discursive inscription 
of carcerality” on their bodies, in their actions, and their in/ability to imagine otherwise 
(Schept, 2013). As I listened to respondents talk about this tension, I heard an implicit 
recognition that extra-legal vigilante violence and intimate partner violence won’t simply 
dissipate if we abolish police and prisons.64 Confronting the ways we have internalized 
systems of oppression and reproduce those systems in our daily lives is central to any 
effort to transform social, economic, and political life. 
 Communication became a catchall term that participants used to signal the 
importance of claiming responsibility for our own safety and that of others. In other 
words, if language structures the way we think and act, shifting out of binary forms of 
thought, not assuming pronouns, de-escalating conflict, centering mediation as a means 
of dispute resolution, findings ways to express (and co-hold) feelings of shame, trauma, 
and vulnerability, refusing to be seduced by narratives of “guilty and innocent” or 
“criminal and law-abiding” or “violent and non-violent,” among numerous other speech 
acts, are ways to practice a more transformative politic in our daily lives. I am calling this 
practice “counter-carceral communication.” Crucially, “having the right line,” as scholar 
                                                
64 From lynch mobs, to self-deputized neighborhood watchmen, to local militias patrolling the border, to 
private security forces, the extra-judicial killing of people of color by largely white vigilante groups, has 
always been a handmaiden to state violence. For a history of extra-judicial racial violence, please visit: 
http://www.salon.com/2012/04/06/americas_ugly_history_of_vigilante_justice/ For an excellent resource 
on violence in activist communities, please read The Revolution Starts at Home: Confronting Intimate 
Violence Within Activist Communities (2011) edited by Ching-In Chen, Jai Dulani, and Leah Lakshmi 
Piepzna-Samarasinha. 
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Jackie Wang (2012) argues, “cannot alter reality if we do not put our bodies where our 
mouths are” (p. 43). In this sense, refusing the state’s “terms of engagement” (Rodriguez, 
2007) and practicing insurgent safety must be “a lived position” (Wang, 2012).   
 ‘Block Parties, Not Jails!’ Play, Joy, and Communion 
 Throughout the course of the interviews, I asked participants to describe what 
safety sounds like to them. These responses are largely representative of what I heard:  
 It sounds like happy sounds, things like that. People having a good time, and 
 people who don’t get the benefit of their humanity being seen, their happiness 
 being seen. 
 
 It sounds like my grandmother’s house and the smell of something cooking on the 
 stove. I smell cornbread and collard greens, black-eyed peas and stuff; the sounds 
 of laughter, family, and loved ones – that’s safety for me. 
 
 [It sounds like] children without a care in the world, smiling, and loving life, 
 enjoying life. 
 
 Respondents’ heard safety in the laughter of children; they heard it when people 
were having a good time, or while they were in the kitchen with loved ones; at the skate 
park, on the basketball court, and during block parties. Participants’ composed an 
acoustic register of safety that challenges us to (re)consider safety as a form of movement 
and improvisation, as a sensory experience we embody through play. This stands in sharp 
contrast to the sounds of state protection, ostensibly designed to keep us “safe.” Instead 
of laughter and play, state protection sounds like: prison gates slamming shut; the crack 
of an officer’s gunfire; the blare of police sirens; the methodical click, click, click of 
handcuffs being closed around wrists; or the pounding of a judge’s gavel. 
 In this section, I examine the final theme that emerged from the photo-elicitation 
interviews – play. Here, my understanding of play is influenced by the work of 
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performance studies scholar Ellen Kaplan. Kaplan (1995) suggests that “play, an ‘as if” 
doing” is a “rehearsal for social change”: 
When we play, we set up alternate worlds; we create an artifice, a structure of 
rules that may mirror, invert, or negate the restrictions of everyday life. We re-
arrange, explode, connect, juxtapose, by virtue of our curiosity alone. Play is both 
unruly and rule-bound, expansive and subversive; the release of energy, desire, 
voice, and power that emanates from playful bodies is disturbing and often 
liberating (pp. 27-28). 
 
 As I will demonstrate, participants theorized play as an anti-capitalist practice and 
as a way to perform pre-figurative politics. For example, sites of play – the basketball 
court, the skate park, the backyard, or the playground – were places where respondents 
could act out harm reduction strategies that did not rely on the police. Play becomes 
integral to a practice of insurgent safety because it activates curiosity, requires 
improvisation and imagination, and centers a different source of knowledge that springs 
from the body and less inhibited movement. I begin though, by considering participants’ 
depictions of how waged labor disciplines their lives and curtails emancipatory politics, 
before moving into a discussion of the subversive potential of play as a practice of 
insurgent safety. 
‘Incomplete People’: Work, Alienation, and Complacency   
 For many however, the positive feelings associated with play, like excitement, 
curiosity, and even a sense of freedom, are interrupted and inhibited by having to work. 
For example, Issa, a twenty-two year old Black woman, argues the “whole system we’re 
in right now is really depressing, because it creates incomplete people.” Issa went on to 
break down how racial capitalism orders people’s time and incentivizes making money 
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over everything else, including exploring “your own talents.” Consequently she 
explained: 
 When people tell you how to spend your time you feel like you don’t belong to 
 yourself. People who aren’t inclined to actually do the stuff people are telling 
 them to do, like the people who didn’t really do well in school, or go to 
 college, or get a job, and stuff like that, those are the people who are really 
 marginalized. I don’t feel like you should be punished for not wanting to do 
 what these random people are telling you to do if that’s not appealing to you then 
 it’s just not. Why should there be only one way of living life?  It’s really 
 unhealthy, and then we punish people by sending them to jail. 
 
In this incisive passage, Issa hails Karl Marx’s description of alienation and what he calls 
the “moral science” of capitalism, the coercive submission of human needs and desires to 
those of capital. “The less you think, love, theorize, sing, paint, fence, etc.,” Marx (1978) 
suggests, “the less you express your own life, the greater is your alienated life” (p. 96; 
emphasis in original). Marx theorized that alienation, or the feeling of not belonging to 
one’s self, as Issa puts it, creates a void that is replaced by a desire for money and wealth.  
In turning people into wage laborers, capitalism stifles passion and creative activity, and 
encourages “avarice” in its place (Marx, 1978). 
 Participants spoke frankly about the ways that their lives are disciplined and 
structured by wage labor. “I hate work,” Mychal said bluntly, “because it stops me from 
doing other stuff that is really important and necessary, but I have to eat, so…” The 
contradiction Mychal raises, between knowing that work is necessary to daily survival 
and a primary source of unfreedom, troubled many people I spoke with. Listen to Nat: 
 [Sighing] I wish people could lose track of time, like the world could just lose 
 time and [when the cops shoot someone] we could just say ‘oh, I can’t go to work 
 today, because this just happened, and we have other things [besides work] we 
 need to be doing right now. 
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 Racial capitalism produces “docile bodies” (Foucault, 1995), the compulsion that 
we must work to survive and privilege loyalty to our jobs, bosses, and timecards over 
collective efforts to stop the accumulation of Black and Brown bodies shot dead by local 
law enforcement. What would it mean to “lose time,” as Nat wonders, to reject work, to 
play, organize, and protest instead? Respondents directly associated rejecting work with 
harm reduction. For example, “if we had fun shit every day instead of everybody going to 
work, and stuff like that” Jonathan argues, “it would be good for everybody’s mental 
health. People would feel plugged in to other people, and connected to each other.” 
“Those ethics that capitalism imposes on us like competition, and hierarchy, and 
putting the accumulation of money before everything else,” Issa explains, feel really 
damaging to trying to get at a counter ethics around like, caring for one another, and 
communication, like listening to people when they talk.” Moreover, participants 
described work as stifling, draining, and boring. As I unpack in the next section, elements 
of play seemed to contain an antidote to the conditions and regulations imposed by waged 
labor.  
‘What Life is Really About’: The Potential of Play 
Contrary to work, participants’ characterized play as subversive. For example, 
forms of play considered “rebellious” by mainstream culture, like skateboarding, were 
valued by several participants precisely because it creates conditions that relive stress and 
tension and holds spaces for them to build different affective economies, structured by 
laughter, kinship, and trust, rather than fear, discipline, or waged labor. Many of the 
people I interviewed are skaters, and submitted photographs of the local skate park for 
this project.  Many of the pictures were similar to this one: 
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Photograph 4: Self-determination 
 
 The skate park is located across the street from a Durham Police Department 
(DPD) substation and at the epicenter of an area of the city that is rapidly gentrifying. 
What were once tobacco warehouses, auto body shops, and textile mills are now yoga 
studios, restaurants, bars, and luxury apartments. For many, the proximity of the park to 
the police substation presented a clear threat, as the police often harassed skaters, 
particularly skaters of color, but vulnerability to police violence also encouraged skaters 
to determine other ways of handling conflict. Jonathan, skateboard in hand, spoke about 
this at length:  
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 Even though there is the police station right across from it [the skate park], it’s 
 way different from the outside world, because people have freedom to say 
 whatever they want, do whatever they want. It’s crazy, like the skaters police the 
 skate park, so like if a kid is getting in the way or something like that it’s up to us, 
 it’s not up to the police, to tell people “oh, you need to watch out” or it’s up 
 to us to say “dude you need to calm down.”  
 
I asked Jonathan to tell me more about how the skaters resolve a conflict when it arises: 
 
 It really depends on the situation. If it’s something like a fight starts or 
 something, like it’s usually somebody who comes in and intervenes, and you 
 don’t have to worry about it. Somebody stops the fight depending on who is 
 fighting out there, and if it is too out of hand it is up to us to decide if we want the 
 police to be involved or not… That’s where I see the freedom of it. 
 
 Jonathan’s depiction underscores the importance of self-determination – the 
“freedom” to decide collectively how to respond to harm. Often, the skaters intervene to 
de-escalate a fight, but will also call the police if they believe the situation exceeds their 
capacity to do so. The point is not that the skaters called the police on occasion (though I 
only heard of one time this was done), but that by consistently harassing and arresting 
skaters, local law enforcement actually created conditions that delegitimized their own 
necessity.  The skate park became a site where Jonathan and others used play to build 
alternative structures of trust and care, practicing, at times, the “open heart of 
communication” that Nina called for. 
 Other sites held this potential as well. Terrance submitted this photo that he took 
at a local park: 
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Photograph 5: Playing Together 
“When I think of community and safe zones I think of children playing,” Terrance 
explained to me. I asked him to elaborate: 
We took our kids to Trinity park and we were just sitting back relaxing, it was on 
Mother’s Day, and I noticed a white family there with their children, an interracial 
couple, Asian and white, with their children, a Puerto Rican family came, and it 
was just a whole mix of diversity there, and I was like, ‘wow, this is amazing!’ I 
can go here in peace and everyone is playing together, and maybe one of the kids 
starts fighting, but both of the parents work together to break it up. That’s what 
peace is about and a sense of community; when you can have different cultures 
and not worry or look over your shoulder. 
 
 Similar to Jonathan, Terrance identifies places in his everyday life where people 
come together and resolve conflicts without outside intervention. Of course, calling the 
police to respond to a fight between young children is not typical; however, what is worth 
highlighting is the recognition that many people practice harm reduction every day, 
particularly with young children. When children cause harm, the intuitive response is to 
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de-escalate the conflict. Arguably, the site where the conflict takes place shapes the 
response a great deal. In an institutional setting like school for example, conflict between 
young people often involves outside intervention – the principle, the guidance counselor, 
the school resource officer – and punishment via suspension, detention, or even arrest. 
Sites of play and the act of engaging in play seem to evoke different types of response. 
 Respondents suggested that play, having fun, being creative and spontaneous are 
important to well being, particularly to alleviating stressors that can lead to interpersonal 
violence. For example, Issa described what she learned from her experience participating 
in a citywide mural project: 
 On a neighborhood level I feel like people should just do art together, like have 
 more block parties and that sort of thing. That’s what life is about really, fun. 
 Who the hell doesn’t want to do fun stuff? Like if you have fun all the time you 
 are probably not going to get pissed off and go hurt somebody that you just were 
 dancing around with, or something like that; you aren’t going to go rob that 
 person. 
 
Mychal, who also participated in the mural project, described the act of co-
creating with others as a way to “build accountability.” Mychal’s overall assessment was 
that project “made people stronger and therefore the community stronger by involving 
everybody and making it really inclusive, and just rad, like, it was so much fun.” “To 
have a good life,” Xochitl explains, “you need time to play, relax, and not feel pressure.” 
For many participants then, play is integral to a practice of safety because it 
provides a stage upon which people can perform different ways of relating to one 
another, because play taps into people’s creative and imaginative impulses. Through play 
we center curiosity and we take risks. Through play, “space and time take on radically 
new meanings. Language confounds us” and in these ways play “is a kind of puzzlement” 
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(Hendricks, 2006). Centering play and rejecting work generates safety by alleviating 
stress, reducing alienation, and reconnecting people to their creative passions. Play is 
subversive, PJ elucidates, because “curiosity creates what the cops fear in the young 
people…the [desire] to do things a different way.” 
Conclusion 
 
 Throughout this chapter, I have unpacked the findings from my dissertation 
research, the (Re)imagining Public Safety Project. Two central questions animated this 
project: (1) what does public safety look like from the perspective of people of color 
living in Durham, North Carolina and (2) what are strategies for responding to and 
preventing harm that do not rely on police, prisons, and criminalization? Through 
photographs and interview narratives, project participants theorized what I am calling 
“insurgent safety” as a practice that includes three key elements: (a) a public ethic of 
care; (b) counter-carceral communication; and (c) play. 
 As I have detailed, from the perspective of the people I interviewed, safety looks 
like self-determination, mutual aid, interdependence, shared vulnerability, practicing an 
open heart of communication, creativity, improvisation rejecting work, and is found in 
sounds of joy, laughter, and spaces of communion. Underwritten by a politics of 
abolition, and transformative justice as a theoretical framework, insurgent safety counters 
racialized domestic warfare by refusing the state’s “terms of engagement” through 
creation rather than “defensive maneuvering” (Rodriguez, 2007). 
 Insurgent safety should not be read as prescriptive, but rather as a practice of 
becoming (Costa Vargas, 2006). Through a public ethic of care, counter-carceral 
communication, and through play, insurgent safety is ceaselessly enacted; as a practice it 
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does not attack or react to the state, but instead squeezes out the state by proliferating 
alternative structures of care, exchange, education, pleasure, and so forth (Smith, 2006).  
In doing so, insurgent safety is “subversive to the logic of alienation within capitalism by 
fulfilling our yearnings for a culture that is not synonymous with capital or consumption 
and by enacting our desires for connection to one another and the earth” (Walia, 2014) 
 These results provoke a number of questions. For example, what contributions 
does the (re)imagining of public safety detailed here make both politically and 
theoretically? What are the implications of these findings? What avenues for further 
research are raised by this project? In the final chapter, I take each of these questions in 
turn and provide a summative evaluation of the dissertation as a whole.  
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CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSION: TRANSFORMATIVE FUTURES 
 
 
“Another world is not only possible, she is on her way. On a quiet day, I can hear her 
breathing.” 
- Arundhati Roy 
 
“It might be useful to begin thinking about ourselves as existing in a relationship of deep 
historical obligation to the long and recent, faraway and nearby historical legacies of 
radical, revolutionary, and liberationist struggles that have made the abolition of 
oppressive violence their most immediate and fundamental desire” 
- Dylan Rodriguez 
 
 
 I opened this dissertation by (re)counting the deaths of four men of color: Jose 
Ocampo, Derek Walker, Tracy Bost, and Jesus “Chuy” Huerta – all of whom were shot to 
death by police officers in Durham, North Carolina in a span of eight months. While each 
of their lives was exceptional, the manner of their deaths was tragically familiar. In 2015 
alone, police violence has resulted in the death of over five hundred people in the United 
States (The Guardian, 2015), or roughly one person every eight hours, a majority of 
whom are Black or Latino/a (Fleetwood, 2015).65 Indeed, police violence and mass 
incarceration, two paradigmatic public safety strategies in the United States, are receiving 
unprecedented national scrutiny. Uprisings in Ferguson and Baltimore, in response to 
deaths of Michael Brown and Freddie Grey, have made the systematic killing of Black 
and Brown youth by local police forces un-ignorable to those typically sheltered from 
quotidian state terror. By way of response, President Obama issued an Executive Order to 
create a “Task Force on 21st Century Policing.” This task force is charged with examining 
                                                65	  The Guardian newspaper is keeping track of all the people killed by police violence in the United States 
during 2015. The project is called “The Counted” and is available online here: 
http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/ng-interactive/2015/jun/01/the-counted-police-killings-us-database  
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“how to strengthen public trust and foster strong relationships between local law 
enforcement and the communities that they protect, while also promoting effective 
crime reduction” (Office of the Press Secretary, 2014).  
 Relatedly, politicians on both sides of the aisle are in agreement that mass 
incarceration is a social problem that needs to be addressed. Indeed, the United States 
imprisons more of its residents than any other country in the world, ensnaring more than 
seven million people, most of whom are of color and poor, in its carceral net (prison, 
probation, parole). To offer just one stunning fact: nearly one out of every three women, 
including minors, confined to jail or prison worldwide is incarcerated in the U.S. 
(Gottschalk, 2015). Less a response to structural racism and more reflective of a post-
recession climate, lawmakers, the U.S. Department of Justice, and non-profits like “The 
Pew Center on the States,” are joining forces to determine ways to save money through 
“neoliberal prison reforms” (Gottschalk, 2015). 
 A litany of solutions are being proposed to alleviate the twinned crises of police 
violence and mass incarceration, ranging from body cameras, investment in reentry 
programs and community corrections, strengthened Civilian Review Boards, sentencing 
reforms, and improved diversity training. These solutions promise to alleviate the 
epidemic of police violence and “challenge” of over-incarceration by reforming the 
criminal justice system and public safety apparatus. My dissertation research, carried out 
as the (Re)imagining Public Safety Project (RPSP), is positioned within and against these 
efforts to design a more efficient and “fair” system of punishment and state protection. 
 Through my inquiry into how the United States conceptualizes and approaches 
public safety, I have illuminated the ways that structural forces congeal to form “a prison 
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nation” (Richie, 2012). I have also examined how those same forces impinge concretely 
on people’s daily lives to (re)produce a distinction “between those bodies that do not 
magnetize bullets and those that do” (Wilderson, 2003, p. 20). I have argued that in the 
U.S. public safety traffics both materially and affectively; it operates within, and 
reproduces conditions of, racialized domestic warfare (Rodriguez, 2007).  Public safety 
is, in short, a biopolitical project that (re)generates a distinction between life that can be 
protected and life that is irreconcilable with state protection. These are the relationships 
and conditions that not only make racialized police violence possible, but arguably 
inevitable. 
 Through this analysis of contemporary public safety practices in the U.S., I have 
sought to establish a legitimate foundation from which I can make a claim that animates 
my larger project as a whole: the current approach to public safety in the United States 
that relies upon police, prisons, and criminalization is underwritten by the logic of racial 
capitalism, white supremacy, and anti-Blackness. Therefore, it is unredeemable and must 
be reimagined. I designed a qualitative, collaborative, action-oriented study that used 
photo-elicitation interviews and participant observation to take up the question of what 
alternative approaches to public safety looked like from the perspective of people of color 
living in Durham, North Carolina. Moreover, I wanted to better understand what ideas 
and strategies people had for preventing and responding to harm without relying on 
banishment (via jail, prison, or deportation), law enforcement, or criminalization. 
 In this concluding chapter, I will briefly take the reader back through my 
dissertation, to review the primary claims I have made herein. Next, I will discuss what I 
see as the primary theoretical and methodological contributions generated by the 
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(Re)imagining Public Safety Project, including a reflection on scholar-activism that 
unpacks the political implications and questions raised by this project. Finally, I consider 
directions for future research and make some concluding observations about the project 
as a whole. 
Where We’ve Been: A Critique of Public Safety Practices 
 In the first half of this dissertation, I brought together an interdisciplinary body of 
literature to bear on the question of how public safety is conceptualized and practiced in 
the United States. I wanted to trouble the notion that public safety is inherently a 
democratic good or that state protection is unquestionably desirable, and I wanted to 
challenge the common sense idea that the state is best suited to provide redress when 
harm occurs. In the preceding chapters, we have seen how today’s favored public safety 
practices like criminalization, banishment, or militarized law enforcement produce forms 
of death (social, civil, physical) in the present, in part, because these practices are rooted 
in slavery and settler colonialism, constitutive violences through which the U.S. was 
created. 
 As I discussed in Chapter two, the creation of a racial hierarchy in the United 
States was a strategy of governance that enabled members of the planter class to secure 
consent to unequal and violent relations of rule by forging a cross-class alliance with poor 
and indentured Englishman. These poor and indentured servants became white, forgoing 
political solidarity with slaves and Indigenous peoples, in exchange for some legal rights, 
relative state protection, and unwavering allegiance to their “race” and the interests of the 
planter elite. The social and psychological wages of whiteness, to paraphrase W.E.B. Du 
Bois, obfuscated the violence, inequality, and dehumanization foundational to racial 
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capitalism.  Slaves and Indigenous peoples never fell under “the presumptive protection 
of the state” (Richie, 2012); rather, they formed the foundation upon which state 
protection materialized as legible and desirable; those bodies from whom white people 
needed protection.  
 As I have suggested then, we can’t fully comprehend the contemporary public 
safety apparatus without understanding how white supremacy, anti-Blackness, and racial 
capitalism inform constructions of personhood and rights. Revisiting the historical 
relationship between race and state protection enables us to (re)read the deaths of Jose 
Ocampo, Derek Walker, Tracy Bost, and Jesus “Chuy” Huerta, and countless others, not 
as aberrations in an otherwise equitable system, but as emblematic of the material 
continuity between white supremacist violence of the past (i.e. slave patrols) and of the 
present (i.e. police violence); between subjects whose death in the past was not murder 
(i.e. slaves) and for those whose deaths are not murder in the present (i.e. criminals, 
illegal aliens, terrorists). In sum, the  “safety” of state protection has never been extended 
universally, but operates differentially and relationally based on racialized, classed, and 
gendered subject formations.  
Public safety strategies like banishment, policing, and criminalization reproduce 
the racial caste system in the United States, in part because they are haunted by the 
vestiges of slavery and settler colonialism (Alexander, 2010). As I argued in Chapter 
three, banishment (via jail, prison, or deportation) is the paradigmatic public safety 
strategy in the United States. The transformation of United States’ into a prison nation 
was not conspiratorial, as Ruth Wilson Gilmore (2007) reminds us, but it was deliberate. 
Prison growth and mass incarceration were strategies employed by state actors to resolve 
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interrelated social and economic crises that intensified in the late 1960s and was integral 
to a comprehensive restructuring of the state to suite the requirements of neoliberalism 
(Gilmore, 2007; Wacquant, 2009; Dhondt, 2012).  
 Because prison growth was integral to the neoliberal turn, the criminal justice 
system expanded exponentially. More money than ever before was redirected to support 
the police, the courts, and corrections. Liberal and conservative administrations, and state 
and local politicians alike, adopted a “tough on crime” ethos, invested in the War on 
Drugs, supported the militarization of the police force and the deeply flawed broken 
windows theory of law enforcement, and passed harsh legislation that expanded what and 
who counts as criminal. Lastly, legislators imposed strict sentencing guidelines that all 
but assured that many convicted people would spend most or all of their lives in a cage.  
The result is a society that conceptualizes safety as control and containment, and 
justice as punishment and retribution. “Public safety” stands in for a range of material 
and affective practices that are structured by anti-Blackness, white supremacy, and racial 
capitalism. As such, the neoliberal carceral state targets people of color, and Black men 
in the prime of their lives exceptionally, trans and gender non-conforming people, poor 
people, people with mental illness, political dissidents, and people without proper 
documentation. 
 To continue to rely on state protection then is to reproduce a society where the 
relative safety of some is dependent upon, and indeed made legible through, the 
banishment and premature death of others. The (Re)imagining Public Safety Project 
(RPSP) intervenes at this dis/juncture to ask what an abolitionist approach to public 
safety looks like. How can people respond to harm without relying on police, prisons, and 
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criminalization? What would happen if we used transformative justice as praxis to create 
new meanings of safety and justice? Contained in the responses to these questions are 
what I believe to be the central theoretical, methodological, and political contributions of 
my dissertation research. In the next section I unpack these contributions in greater detail. 
Insurgent Safety: Contributions to Theory, Method, and Politics 
 In March of 2015, President Obama commented on the recommendations issued 
by the task force he had convened on 21st century policing: “We have a great opportunity, 
coming out of some great conflict and tragedy,” the President suggested, “to really 
transform how we think about community-law enforcement relations so that everybody 
feels safer and our law enforcement officers feel, rather than embattled, fully supported” 
(Hirschfeld-Davis, 2015; emphasis added). President Obama’s comments reaffirm the 
legitimacy of the police and re-establish the common sense idea that safety comes from 
policing, obfuscating the fact that for many people the police are the antithesis of safety.  
 The (Re)imagining Public Safety Project makes a contribution to the 
contemporary political and academic debate around the carceral state that too often 
emphasizes reforms rather than abolition, and “more appropriate” punishment rather than 
social transformation. Through my dissertation research, RPSP participants drew from 
their lived experience and engaged their imagination to generate a new mode of safety, 
what I have termed “insurgent safety” that poses a serious challenge to hegemonic 
understandings of safety as stemming from banishment, law enforcement, and 
criminalization. 
As I discussed in Chapter five, participants (re)theorized safety as a resistant 
practice that is organized around a public ethic of care, counter-carceral communication, 
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and play. Insurgent safety is staunchly anti-capitalist, rooted in self-determination, and is 
place-based, rather than prescriptive. In other words, unlike a unified federal, state, and 
local criminal justice system, the practice of insurgent safety is community-generated. In 
this sense then, insurgent safety is a “localized experiment in interdependence”; it 
requires improvisation, creativity, and failure. Insurgent safety could look like flight, or 
harm free zones, or children laughing, or a community garden. 
Theoretically, the concept of insurgent safety enriches our understanding of how 
people think about the meaning of safety in their daily lives, within and against dominant 
ideas about safety as stemming from banishment, retribution, and security. The people I 
interviewed explained how safety operates interpersonally, but also affectively and 
structurally. Safety is unquestionably a social relationship, but one that has been 
deformed by the logics of white supremacy, neoliberal racial capitalism, and anti-
Blackness. Under these conditions, alternatives to incarceration or police reforms merely 
tweak a system designed in part to control and contain groups of people constructed as 
disposable and/or threatening. 
Equally troubling, many of these proposed reforms are aligned with or germinate 
from academic studies. Indeed, within Criminology there is an entire subfield called 
“Alternatives to Incarceration” that produces studies citing “the failure” of mass 
incarceration or the War on Drugs, or noting the “limits” of community-oriented policing. 
Scholarly production within this subfield is oriented toward evaluating and/or proposing 
strategies to reduce reliance on prison and save money by “reinvesting” in harm 
reduction programs like court diversion for people who struggle with mental illness 
and/or addiction (Sered, 2015). 
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 The problem with these studies is that the researchers continue to assume the need 
for the criminal punishment system as a whole. For example, studies that conclude public 
safety practices like mass incarceration are a failure simply see a bloated system that can 
be trimmed down to an appropriate size via a series of reforms; equality can be 
engineered through data collection, oversight, and sanctions. Incarceration becomes more 
efficient and humane; policing becomes more equitable and accountable to the 
community. Most crucially, these studies ignore the fact that public safety practices are 
structured by white supremacy, racial capitalism, and anti-Blackness. By failing to 
theorize the relationship between race and safety, the “alternatives to incarceration” 
promoted by lawmakers, academics, and policy-makers fail comprehend the magnitude 
of the problem. 
 In a moment when police violence and mass incarceration are receiving 
unprecedented national attention, it becomes even more important to insist on a politics 
of abolition and practice of transformative justice, alongside a robust theorization of the 
relationship between the state, race, and safety. To say, in other words, “I am not against 
police violence, I am against the police,” to paraphrase Frank Wilderson. The 
(Re)imagining Public Safety Project is guided by transformative justice praxis that rejects 
the state as a site of safety and instead focuses on building alternative “strategies for 
safekeeping” (Frohmann, 2005) that do not replicate the extant logics that underwrite 
policing and mass incarceration. 
 Building other modes of safety requires experimentation, improvisation, 
creativity, and failure. Eliciting and examining these strategies requires methods that can 
adequately capture the present and future dimensions of transformative justice, abolition, 
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and the imagination. Visual methods, like participant generated photo-elicitation 
interviews, hold much promise in this regard, yet they continue to be under-utilized in the 
social sciences, particularly so in Criminology. My hope is that this research 
demonstrates the promise of photography and action-oriented projects, thereby 
encouraging scholars who also study the criminal punishment system to employ 
innovative, participant-centered methods in their own work. 
 A second methodological consideration bears mentioning here. In Chapter four, I 
advocated for the use of epistemological frameworks and ethical principles informed by 
feminist theory in general, and women of color feminisms in particular. Questions 
regarding knowledge production always reflect ideas about who constitutes a theorist or 
who has the right to theorize. Scholarly output legitimates, elides, or disrupts existing 
power relations. The (Re)imagining Public Safety Project is a modest attempt to affirm 
the concept of embodied knowledge and to advocate for research that amplifies ordinary 
people’s capacity to be social theorists in their own right.  
 Finally, my work on this project has only confirmed my belief that, whenever 
possible, research ought be action-oriented, devised collaboratively between scholars and 
people outside the academy who are linked through struggle. Because I wrote this 
dissertation as a scholar-activist, my hope is that this research will make generative 
contributions to the academic disciplines I traffic in, as well as produce insights that are 
tactically useful to people organizing to dismantle the prison industrial complex. 
Therefore, I’d like to conclude this section by making some observations about the 
political implications of my project, particularly in relation to efforts to address police 
violence. 
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 In the wake of Chuy Huerta’s death, and the protests that followed it, politicians 
and law enforcement in Durham scrambled to regain legitimacy. I witnessed many 
concerned residents and dedicated organizers, including myself, pour considerable energy 
into efforts to implement well-intentioned, but ultimately liberal reforms that in effect 
served to reauthorize the authority of the state, and enabled the police force and local 
politicians to recuperate legitimacy by “consenting” to some of the reforms. 
 To be clear, I participated in some of these efforts, most principally through 
Fostering Alternatives to Drug Enforcement (FADE), a coalition that came together to 
address racially discriminatory policing practices in the city. By choosing to advocate for 
rights-based remedies to address racially discriminatory policing, FADE was put on the 
defensive – we had to “prove” that racial profiling and police harassment were an 
institutional problem, rather than the result of a few bad apples. But in advocating for 
police reform, we conceded to the legitimacy of the institution itself, ultimately 
undermining our own claim of structural bias. 
 Reforms seduce us into a form of neoliberal entrapment wherein we compromise 
our most radical desires in exchange for “winnable” victories like body cameras. In doing 
so, we suppress our collective intuition that compromise and reconciliation with the state 
will not end “domestic warfare” or police impunity. We filmed the police killing Oscar 
Grant. We filmed the police killing Eric Garner. We filmed the police killing Walter 
Scott. With each death and subsequent demand for reform(s), we stifle our ability to 
abolish systems that perpetuate, and indeed depend upon, the very violences we decry. 
 In addition to adopting a principled anti-reformist stance, another lesson I have 
learned through my engagement as a scholar-activist is the need to be committed to a 
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project of delegitimizing the state, to breaking what some call “state addiction,” and 
resisting the allure of recognition-based politics. To reiterate, recognition-based politics is 
an incorporative project, wherein in exchange for state protection, expanded legal rights, 
political representation, and enhanced cultural visibility, a previously aggrieved group 
(i.e. LGBTQ people) becomes allied with the state, and in doing so often forgoes other, 
possibly more transformative political solidarities (Coulthard, 2015). 
 Rejecting the “politics of recognition” is closely connected to another generative 
insight I have drawn from the results of the (Re)imagining Public Safety Project. I 
understand prison abolition as a political project that includes efforts to dismantle 
structures of domination, and efforts to build alternative ways of living and being in the 
world. Through RPSP, I have become convinced that our organizing energy should be 
predominately channeled into building and proliferating alternative structures of care, 
harm reduction, family, exchange, and so forth that “squeeze out” the state (Smith, 2006).  
 The results of my research suggest that the key to practicing safety without 
relying on police, banishment, or criminalization lies in creation rather than 
defensiveness. RPSP participants’ theorized safety as coming through expressions of self-
determination, shared vulnerability, mutual aid, and communion. Safety is not a 
relationship that can be outsourced or fixed in law; it has to be cultivated through 
practice; it is something “we have to do for ourselves” as Terrance reminds us. 
 Insurgency names this practice of creation. So often we organize in response to 
state violence and/or abandonment. The promise of abolition and transformative justice 
lies in its rejection of a “politics of recognition” (Coulthard, 2015), as well as the state’s 
efforts to recuperate legitimacy, and in its commitment to building alternatives; of stating 
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unequivocally “no one is criminal”; of demanding that we abolish the police, not police 
violence; and by centering the wisdom of Toni Cade Bambara, who said the job of 
organizers is to make the revolution irresistible. Indeed, one of the most pressing tasks for 
activists and scholar-activists is to determine ways to politicize people’s organic 
understandings of safety and alternative approaches to addressing violence. How do we 
renovate and make critical people’s already existing self-activity, to paraphrase Antonio 
Gramsci? 
 Finally, over the course of my engagement with this project, it became clear to me 
that when people are asked to envision safety beyond police, prisons, and criminalization 
they were simultaneously imagining an anti-capitalist future. In other words, the struggle 
to abolish oppressive institutions, like the police or prisons, and to practice transformative 
justice and insurgent safety is dependent upon find alternatives to racial capitalism. 
Participants’ articulated an incisive critique of racial capitalism, particularly the ways that 
waged labor (or lack thereof) creates conditions that lead to interpersonal violence. 
Furthermore, having to work in order to live inhibits people’s creative energies and 
capacity to build alternative ways of living and being in the world.  
 This analysis of racial capitalism, as it relates to abolition and renewed 
understandings of safety and harm reduction, lends support to the claim I make above: 
organizing efforts should focus on creating, building, and amplifying structures and 
spaces that “squeeze out the state”; that provide what H.L.T. Quan calls “new tools for 
democratic living.” In the final section of this chapter, I discuss some questions and 
avenues for future research that this project incites. 
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Future Research and Transformative Possibilities 
 Across the United States there are inspiring examples of collectives practicing 
transformative justice. For example, in Oakland, Sharena Thomas and Lesley Phillips 
created The People’s Community Medics shortly after Oscar Grant was murdered the 
BART police force. Thomas and Phillips knew that “911 calls often do not result in an 
ambulance arriving in a timely manner to Black, Brown, and poor neighborhoods.” They 
responded by building an alternate 911 system in their neighborhood and by conducting 
free trainings on basic emergency first aid. Thomas and Phillips understand their 
collaborative project as “an act of self-determination. We resist the state’s disregard for 
our well-being and are creating an alternative reality.”66 
 The Bay Area is also home to the Story Telling and Organizing Project (STOP). 
STOP is a pilot project orchestrated by Creative Interventions (CI). Briefly, CI is a 
resource center and space to “re/envision solutions” to interpersonal violence. CI 
“assumes that friends, family, and community know most intimately the conditions that 
lead to violence as well as the values and strengths which can lead to its transformation” 
(Creative Interventions, 2015). STOP collects, archives, and makes available audio 
stories about ordinary people taking some form of action to prevent or stop interpersonal 
violence (Stop Violence Everyday, 2015). The purpose of collecting these stories is to 
help others imagine what alternative responses to harm look like and to better understand 
                                                66	  To read more about The People’s Community Medics, please visit: 
http://www.peoplescommunitymedics.org/  
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“what works and what doesn’t” when we practice community-based harm reduction 
strategies (Stop Violence Everyday, 2015).67 
 In Durham, Spirithouse members are building harm free zones, one neighborhood 
at a time. During our interview, Harriet shared her understanding of what constitutes a 
harm free zone: 
 [I]t is the idea that no matter what no one is thrown away; it is hard to imagine 
 actually. There may even be times when the person who is harmed says, “I 
 actually can’t be in community with this person [who harmed me] anymore” and 
 then the obligation of the community is to find another place for [the] person 
 [who caused harm] to be, but again, it is all done in this loving way, it’s not a 
 banishment. [A harm free zone] is the constant care of each other to the fullest 
 degree and it is communal…everyone has to agree on the fact that no one gets 
 thrown away. 
 
For nearly two years, Spirithouse has been facilitating harm free zone trainings, free of 
charge, to teach people who are most impacted by state violence harm reduction and 
mediation skills. During the trainings, the group also works together to create a political 
analysis of the prison industrial complex derived from their lived experience, and to 
imagine alternatives to the carceral state. During the training, people grapple with 
questions like: What do we need to be free? What does a world without prisons look, feel, 
sound, and taste like? What do we need to feel safe? At conclusion of the training, 
members of the group commit to practicing community-based interventions to address 
interpersonal violence. 
 The People’s Community Medics, Creative Interventions, the Story Telling and 
Organizing Project, and the harm free zone work Spirithouse does in Durham are 
instantiations of insurgent safety and transformative justice praxis: creating non-state 
                                                67	  To read more about Creative Interventions, please visit: http://www.creative-interventions.org/about/ To 
read more about STOP, please visit: http://www.stopviolenceeveryday.org/stop-2/  
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based approaches to addressing harm and violence that do not rely on policing, prisons, 
or criminalization. Conducting future research on established transformative justice 
collectives would enrich the arguments I have advanced here, and add nuance to my 
understanding of insurgent safety. In general, I would like to expand the (Re)imagining 
Public Safety Project to include multiple sites and varying groups of people to strengthen 
my theoretical claims, and to refine my methodological approach. In particular, I am 
interested in whether and how conceptualizations of safety shift from place-to-place, 
reflecting local formations of race, gender, class, political struggle, and state power. 
Moreover, additional research should scrutinize how institutions and ordinary white folks 
reproduce hegemonic conceptions of safety.  
 Future research collaborations between scholar-activists and transformative 
justice collectives are also called for. How can scholar-activists utilize the resources of 
their respective institutions in the service of social justice work? What can prison 
abolition movements teach the academy? How can knowledge production be 
democratized, particularly within the discipline of Criminology? These collaborations 
then, also provide an opportunity to study the research process itself, refining and 
challenging what we know about participatory action research as a methodology, and 
enabling scholar-activists to continue to develop innovative methods that “make sense” in 
the context of struggle. 
 Finally, my project raises, but ultimately leaves unanswered, some theoretical 
questions that have important political implications. In theorizing race and safety, I have 
tried to think through the way the state engineers public safety as a biopolitical project 
that operates relationally, affectively, and materially to produce life-enhancing conditions 
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for some, and premature death for others. In doing so, I have engaged with an 
interdisciplinary body of thought that some call “Afro-pessimism.” To reiterate, Afro-
pessimists suggest that anti-Blackness and anti-Black violence is what coheres 
humanness.  
 It becomes a question then, as to whether there be an “ethical confrontation” with 
anti-Blackness. In other words, will insurgent safety underwritten by abolition and 
transformative justice praxis challenge or reproduce this antagonism? One of the most 
important theorists of Afro-pessimism, Frank Wilderson (2015), argues that even the 
most radical social justice collectives are often trying to create a “better world.” What are 
Afro-pessimists trying to do, Wilderson explains: “We’re trying to destroy the world, two 
irreconcilable projects” (p. 24).  
 The political implications of this project suggest that practicing safety without 
relying on police, banishment, or criminalization will require nothing short of a 
revolution to abolish the oppressive systems built and maintained by white supremacy, 
racial capitalism, anti-Blackness, settler colonialism, and heteropatriarchy. The paradox 
here is that safety persists as a political desire, yet the pathway to a world without police 
and prisons, where safety is anchored by a public ethic of care, counter-carceral 
communication, and play will be resisted fiercely by the state, wealthy people, and from 
white folks who benefit immensely from relative state protection. How do we convince 
people that this world is worth destroying to use Wilderson’s imagery, that freedom from 
oppressive violence requires a willful abandonment of one’s own self-interest up to the 
point of death? 
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 Indeed, profound unsafety is a condition of all liberation movements. The state’s 
response to the recent uprisings against police violence in Baltimore is a case in point. 
Without a trace of irony, the state waged low-intensity warfare against residents who 
were reclaiming public spaces to protest police violence. In Durham, riot cops attacked us 
at the moment we announced their disposability, proclaiming our ability to keep one 
another safe. How can we build and sustain movements that can contend with a 
militarized state that has not and will not hesitate to attack, destabilize, or co-opt 
insurgent forms of social life (Moten and Kelley, 2015)? 
 In closing, the people who participated in The (Re)imagining Public Safety 
Project understood that their heightened vulnerability to “premature death” (Gilmore, 
2007) is exacerbated and (re)produced by police violence and neoliberal capitalism; it is 
intensified by white supremacy and criminalization; gentrification and hyper-segregation; 
and all the ways people internalize and replicate these structures of power in their daily 
lives (Barrow, 2011). These are the relationships, in other words, that condition the 
possibility of their death. 
 Yet freedom dreams persist in the midst of ever-present premature death. They 
are born on slave plantations, in internment camps, inside the prison, while working in 
the fields, or on the factory line, while sitting around the kitchen table, or gathering on 
the front porch. “The radical imagination,” Haiven and Khasnabish (2014) argue, “is not 
just about dreaming of different futures. It is about bringing those possible futures ‘back’ 
to work on the present (p. 3). Indeed, to cultivate transformative justice, to agitate for 
prison abolition, to imagine other ways of generating safety is to be an alchemist. 
Insurgent safety is an instantiation of the radical imagination. It is also a practice through 
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which “possible futures” are brought “back to work” by dismantling the institutions that 
perpetuate state violence, and by creating a harm free present that replaces walls, cages, 
and banishment with a public ethic of care, counter-carceral communication, joy, play, 
and communion. 
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Institutional Review Board. 
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approval before the expiration date. You may not continue any research activity 
beyond the expiration date without approval by the Institutional Review Board. 
 
Adverse Reactions: If any untoward incidents or severe reactions should develop as a 
result of this study, you are required to notify the Soc Beh IRB immediately.  If 
necessary a member of the IRB will be assigned to look into the matter. If the 
problem is serious, approval may be withdrawn pending IRB review. 
 
Amendments: If you wish to change any aspect of this study, such as the procedures, 
the consent forms, or the investigators, please communicate your requested changes to 
the Soc Beh IRB. The new procedure is not to be initiated until the IRB approval has 
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Justice & Social Inquiry, School for Social Transformation, 
College of Liberal Arts & Sciences 
 
Consent to Participate in a Research Project 
Project Title:  The Rethinking Public Safety Project 
 
 
 
Principal Investigator:  Merlyna Lim, Ph.D., Justice & Social Inquiry, Arizona State 
University 
 
Co-investigator: Meghan McDowell, M.S., Justice & Social Inquiry, Arizona State 
University 
 
Dear Participant, 
 
You are invited to be a part of a research project that explores people’s perspectives on 
public safety through interviews and photography. In order to participate you must self-
identify as someone who has been impacted by racial profiling and/or school push-out 
policies. 
 
If you agree to be a part of this project, you will be given a disposable camera to take 
pictures of what you and your community would need to feel safe and secure if there 
were no police. Once you’ve finished taking pictures, we will develop them and we will 
schedule a face-to-face interview at the location of your choice. The interview should 
take roughly one hour. With your permission, the interview will be audiotaped. We 
anticipate your time commitment to this project to be roughly three to four hours. 
 
While you may not receive a direct benefit from participating in this project, some people 
find the act of sharing their stories and their viewpoint on important issues valuable. We 
hope the results of this project will help compel policymakers, community leaders, and 
residents to rethink our approach to public safety in the United States. 
 
Your participation in this project is voluntary. You may choose not to answer any 
interview question and you can stop your participation at any time. You will receive $25 
dollars cash for your participation in this project. This modest stipend is offered in 
recognition of your time, and in an effort to defray any financial costs associated with 
your participation. The payment will be provided to you in full at the interview session. If 
you elect to stop the interview for any reason, you will still receive the $25 dollars. 
 
All information obtained in this study is strictly confidential. We plan to publish the 
results of this project, but will not include any information that would identify you. To 
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protect your confidentiality, we will ask you to generate a pseudonym (a fake name) to 
use in all written and published work pertaining to the project. To keep your information 
safe, the audio file of your interview will be placed in a locked cabinet file until a written 
transcript has been created. As soon as the transcript has been created the audio file will 
be destroyed. The written transcript of your interview will be stored on a password-
protected computer that only the researchers can access.
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The photographs you take may also be used in publications; however, any identifying 
images in the photographs will be blurred or blacked out. After the photographs are 
developed, you will have the opportunity to remove any of the photographs you took 
from the project. 
 
Again, participation in this study is completely voluntary. It is ok for you to say no. Even 
if you say yes now, you are free to say no later, and withdraw from the study at any time. 
If you withdraw, any data pertaining to your participation (i.e. interview recordings or 
transcripts) will be destroyed. 
 
Any questions you have concerning the project or your participation in the project, before 
or after your consent, will be answered by Meghan McDowell. Meghan can be reached 
via email at: meghan.g.mcdowell@asu.edu or by phone at: (928) 607-1307. Dr. Merlyna 
Lim is also available to answer your questions. Dr. Lim can be reached via email: 
Merlyna.Lim@asu.edu. 
 
If you have questions about your rights as a subject/participant in this research, or if you 
feel you have been placed at risk; you can contact the Chair of the Human Subjects 
Institutional Review Board, through the ASU Office of Research Integrity and 
Assurance, at 480-965 6788. 
 
This form explains the nature, demands, benefits and any risk of the project.  By signing 
this form you agree knowingly to assume any risks involved.  Remember, your 
participation is voluntary. You may choose not to participate or to withdraw your consent 
and discontinue participation at any time without penalty or loss of benefit. In signing 
this consent form, you are not waiving any legal claims, rights, or remedies. A copy of 
this consent form will be given to you. 
 
Your signature below indicates that you consent to participate in the above study. 
 
I agree to participate in the study 
 
 
________________________ ____________________  ________ 
 
Signature             Printed Name   Date 
 
 
________________________ ____________________  ________ 
 
Signature of Legal Representative            Printed Name   Date 
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Photo Release: 
 
By signing below, you are giving consent to Dr. Lim and Meghan McDowell to publish 
any of the photos you leave in the collection as long as all identifying features, including 
faces, are blurred or removed. 
 
 
_____________________  _____________________  _________ 
 
Signature                                             Printed Name                                     Date
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INVESTIGATOR’S STATEMENT 
 
"I certify that I have explained to the above individual the nature and purpose, the 
potential benefits and possible risks associated with participation in this research study, 
have answered any questions that have been raised, and have witnessed the above 
signature. These elements of Informed Consent conform to the Assurance given by 
Arizona State University to the Office for Human Research Protections to protect the 
rights of human subjects. I have provided (offered) the subject/participant a copy of this 
signed consent document." 
 
______________________________   ___________ 
 
Signature of Investigator      Date 
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This project is about reimagining public safety through your eyes. As a part of this 
project, you’ve been asked to take 3 – 5 photographs (though you are welcome to take 
more). Below are some prompts to frame your photographs: 
 
Ø What does community safety look like to you? 
Ø The county jail cost $43.5 million dollars to build. How would you use that 
money differently? Take pictures of things you would build or put money toward 
instead of jail or prison.  
 
There are no “right” or “wrong” answers; it is your perspective that matters. The project 
is supposed to be creative and thought provoking, that being said, please keep the 
following “best practices” in mind when you are taking pictures: 
Ø Don’t take photographs that put you in harm’s way! 
Ø To protect people’s privacy, please do not take photographs of people engaged in 
“illegal” behaviors or any behavior that could be considered embarrassing or 
compromising. 
Ø Ask people’s permission to take their photo. 
 
If you have any questions or problems, please contact me via email 
(meghanmcdowell@gmail.com) or via cell: 928.607.1307 
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PHOTOGRAPHS 
 
Tell me about the photographs you took.  
Ø What prompted you to take this picture? 
Ø What does this image mean to you? 
Ø Discuss whether the image reflects one or more of the prompts 
 
 
When you hear the word “safety” what do you think of? What words, images, sounds, 
and smells come to mind? 
Ø Does the word “security” hold different connotations? 
 
In what ways have your life experiences shaped your ideas about neighborhood safety? 
 
 
CURRENT APPROACH TO PUBLIC SAFETY 
 
Currently, we approach public safety by relying on law enforcement, security measures 
like surveillance cameras and metal detectors, and by putting people in jails, and prisons. 
In your opinion, is this approach working? What are the limitations of this approach? 
 
 
In the United States, the conventional wisdom is that the police exist to “serve and 
protect” our communities in order to keep us safe. Have you had experiences that 
challenge this notion?  
Ø If so, how did that impact you? 
Ø Do you think our current policing practices communicate ideas about who is 
eligible for protection? Why do you think initiatives like the War on Drugs 
resonate with people in this country? 
 
 
TRANSFORMATIVE JUSTICE 
 
How can we create the conditions to be free from fear? Relatedly, how can we address 
harm in our communities, without relying on police, prisons, and deportation? 
 
What does this saying mean to you: “the only safe community is an organized one”? 
 
What three things do you think are essential to community safety? 
 
 
